The 
Crown 


By Belle Grooves 


For Annie, even though she doesn’t believe Idris is perfect. 
And for Leo because of the simple yet ingenious title. 


Idris Adkins was sitting by his brother’s side, as he often did. 
Aiden was pale and sick. He was always pale and sick. Idris could not 
remember a day his older brother had not been ill and feverish. His 
wife and son stayed in the castle, but little Ollie was not allowed to 
see his father often. His mother was afraid he would become 
accustomed to seeing him that way, and she wanted him to have 
memories of his father whenever he was better. If ever he was 
better. 

Idris was alone now, sitting in a chair and staring blankly at the 
wall. Aiden was a good brother to him, but there were things Idris did 
and said that troubled his brother. Things that sounded terrible. Like 
the fact he was going to become the king after their father and 
mother died because Aiden was never going to be well. This actually 
made Idris happy. 

Now, when Aiden spoke in his soft and ill voice, Idris leaned in 
to hear him. “How are you?” 

“’'m well. Mother and Father are away. They’ve left me in 
charge until they return this evening. Are you well?” Idris replied. 

Aiden sat up. “They left you in charge?” 

“Of course. Who else was there?” 

Anyone else, Aiden wanted to say but did not dare. You see, he 
was afraid of his younger brother. Idris had people sent to the 
dungeon if he didn’t like what they said. He had people hanged if they 
disgraced him. Aiden, though he would never admit it, was scared 
that his own brother might order his neck to be put in the noose. 
Instead, he said, “Perhaps being in charge for a time will do you some 
good. And | am fine, thank you.” 

“You’re not going to inquire after Ollie and Moira?” 

“Has something happened to them?” 

“No. They’re well.” Idris paused, unsure whether to bring up 
what both of them were thinking. A moment passed before he made 
the decision. “Aiden. With you being ill all the time and Mother and 
Father growing old, | am the rightful heir to the throne. | would have 
you crown me, but it seems you’ll never be well. I’ve decided to have 
Sinclair crown me and become my advisor.” 

“Why not Inti? He has a much better reputation. His advice is 
wiser and more sincere.” 

“No, he shows weakness and unwillingness. Sinclair is willing to 
imprison those who deserve it and hang those who deserve it. Inti is 
much too... unimpressive.” 

Aiden sighed heavily, wondering whether his brother would ever 


see sense. “Will you at least consider him as a second advisor?” 

Idris folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his 
chatr. “Very well. | suppose it will make Mother happy.” 

“What of Father?” 

“Lately he finds only disappointment and disgrace in my actions 
as prince.” 

“He has a valid reason for that, Idris. You have thrown many 
people tn the dungeon who only complained that there was not 
ample gold. | recall you having a man hanged due to his single 
complaint of your hair style.” 

“He disrespected me.” 

Aiden raised a brow. “That ts no reason to go about hanging 
people. If | were to tell you that | do not believe you should be king, 
would you hang me?” 

Idris sighed now. “Of course not, Aiden. | would never have my 
own brother hanged.” 

“Then why, pray tell, was that man put to the noose?” 

“He disrespected me in front of my own father.” 

Aiden laid his head on the pillow. “All I’m asking is whether you 
believe your actions are just.” 

Idris stood and turned away. “| am the heir. Whatever | say is to 
happen, will happen. It is my decision.” He shut the door behind him 
and sighed. They never saw eye to eye on anything. Aiden was the 
kinder brother who hated punishing people and who hated even 
knowing that there was a hanging. He hated knowing of anything 
that involved violence. It disgusted him and it should have disgusted 
Idris, but it did not. Idris enjoyed impressing his power upon those 
who he thought deserved it. He had sent a great many people to the 
dungeon, most of them still down there. He had plenty of people 
hanged and sat beside his father during the hangings. He didn’t take 
pleasure in it, but he didn’t dislike it either. It was simply his duty as 
prince and heir to the throne. At least, that’s what he told himself. 

Idris entered the throne room and slouched on his throne. His 
father’s throne was to the left of his, then his mother’s, then his 
brother’s. All of them were identical, of course, with red cushioning 
anda gold frame. But the princes’ thrones were slightly smaller in 
size and height. This had always bothered Idris, as he wanted to feel 
in charge, and he wanted to feel like a king. Instead, he was treated 
like a young boy who still required sword practice and riding lessons. 
In truth, Idris had beaten his own father with a sword at the age of 
eight. He was only improving his skills. He could control and soothe 


nearly any horse, but Gypsy was the only horse he ever rode. 
Beautiful creature that he was. 

“Another visit with Prince Aiden, | take it.” 

Idris did not bother looking at the man who had spoken. The 
gravelly and young voice was one he knew well. One he had grown 
accustomed to listening to. Sinclair bowed briefly to the prince, his 
brown hair with early streaks of gray staying perfectly tn its place. 
He straightened his red robes and stood to the left of Idris. He was a 
handsome enough man, but he was a dark man as well. Though the 
darkness in him was something Idris did not yet see. Or rather, 
something he chose not to see. 

“Yes. He thinks me unwise to choose you as my dadvisor when 
the time comes. He wants me to instead choose Inti.” Idris 
straightened himself for the reply. 

“You know me better than Inti. You’ll listen to me. You trust 
me. It is your decision, Idris.” 

Idris scowled. “You will address me by my proper title or not at 
aul? 

“Forgive my insolence, my prince.” 

“You’re right though, Sinclair. It ts my decision, not my ill 
brother’s. | want you to be my advisor and Inti to be a second 
advisor.” 

“But Prince Idris, the things he says are not what you want.” 

“| Rnow. But as | will be king, it will be my decision. You will 
obey it and honor it or | will have you hanged.” 

“Of course. | apologize.” Sinclair spun on his heel and walked 
away, muttering to himself about Inti. 

Idris scarcely had a moment’s peace when the unmistakable 
voice of his nephew rang through the grand castle walls. “Uncle 
Princey Boy!” The boy of four ran into the throne room, his golden 
waves of hair and blue eyes glistening in the light. He grinned and 
bowed to Idris. 

“Oh, Ollie.” Idris lifted the boy tnto his arms as he stood. “You 
are not required to bow.” 

Ollie laughed. “I like bowing.” 

Idris released him and turned to the child’s mother, who was 
lowering herself to curtsy. “My dear Moira, there is no need. We are 
family. Please, stand.” She did and he kissed her hand. 

Moira took her son’s hand and smiled at the prince. “How is 
he?” 

“He is as he always ts. Pale, tll, weak. | too often wonder 


whether he’ll ever be well.” 

“He will. | Rnow he will. He must.” 

“Yes. Would you like me to escort you?” 

“No, thank you. I’ll take Ollie. Thank you, Idris.” 

“Always, Moira.” 

Idris watched as Ollie excitedly ran ahead of his mother, 
impatient to see his father. Aiden was lucky to have such a beautiful 
wife and son. He was lucky indeed. 

The prince walked away from the thrones and out to the 
courtyard. He found an unoccupied bench and sat down. The prince 
often found himself in the gardens for a time of peace. He had a 
beautiful view of the castle’s exterior. He could see the castle 
gallows and even the whipping post. He had seen many people in 
both positions through the years. He had seen his own father wield 
the strap. He had seen terrible things. He had done terrible things and 
felt no guilt. Idris, really, was not a very good or kind prince. He was 
cruel. 

Perhaps his cruelty was not his own, as Sinclair had always 
been there with him to advise him. To tell him what to do. To guide 
him. It was often Sinclair’s idea for people to be thrown in the 
dungeon or his idea for them to be hanged. Idris had never in his life 
had anyone whipped though. Despite the other terrible things he had 
done, he was not ready to bring that kind of pain upon another 
human being. He was not ready to live with the guilt of that on his 
hands. Yet somehow, the deaths of all those who had hanged at his 
request rested easily on his shoulders. Or, perhaps, the guilt had 
simply not broken him yet. 

Idris raised himself from the bench and made his way to the 
castle. His mother and father would have already arrived, and he 
wanted to see them. His father might have said some selfish things 
to and about him, but he still needed to speak with them. They were 
his parents, and he knew they loved him. 

“Prince Idris, good evening.” 

“Inti, I’ve no time to speak at the moment. I’m off to see 
Mother and Father.” 

“Very well.” 

Idris was surprised Inti had left him so easily. That was not the 
way it usually went. Inti was one to linger and offer advice whether 
or not the prince had asked for it. Inti wanted Idris, especially, to see 
things the way he saw things. He wanted the prince to see that his 
actions were wrong and harmful to his own people. He wanted to 


offer the correct kind of advice that one ought to abide by. 

Once inside the castle, the prince went directly to the high 
chambers. In other words, the king and queen’s room. He ascended 
the staircase and knocked lightly on the door. He honestly had not 
expected anyone to answer, as his mother and father typically did 
not. This time, however, the door was pulled open to reveal his 
father’s handsome face. The brown beard and mustache perfectly 
trimmed. The expertly combed and styled hair. The royal robes. The 
nearly sparkling crown. Idris looked a little like his father, though his 
bright blue eyes and wavy hair came from his mother. 

Idris lowered himself into a bow, then straightened to meet his 
father’s gaze. “Father. How are you?” 

King Edmund Adkins pulled open the door and invited his son in. 
“Fine. How is Aiden?” 

Idris sat in a chair dramatically and sighed. It was just like his 
father not to ask how he was; it was always about his brother. It 
was no secret to anyone in the kingdom that King Adkins wished his 
older son would be well enough to take the throne. It was no secret 
that he greatly disliked his younger son’s attitude and choices. Idris 
was irritated by this more than he cared to admit. 

“Aiden is tll, Father. He is always ill. | fear he will not be well 
enough to take the throne.” Idris replied. 

“You are the heir to the throne during your brother’s illness. If 
it were up to me, he would be made king even as he lay tn bed with 
fever. However, that would be illegal. You, though it is against my 
better judgment, will be made king in the event of my death and 
your mother’s death. | do hope it does not come to that.” 

Idris crossed his arms. “All that, coming from my own father. 
Have you no love for me?” 

“You’re my son, of course | love you. But | have too many times 
made it clear that your choices are not right. They are not those 
which a king should make. You are young, Idris, and the weight of a 
kingdom is a lot to bear.” 

“’m seventeen, Father. That is hardly young.” 

The king seemed amused by this. “A mere adolescent, dear boy. 
You are not even an adult. Compared to your brother, you are 
young.” 

“You always compare me to Aiden,” Idris muttered bitterly. 

“Idris, my dear.” 

The prince stood to embrace his mother. Alice Adkins wore a 
small and light tiara of gold. Her long brown hair fell down her back 


in waves. Her blue eyes sparkled with gladness. She smiled to see her 
son and stood beside her husband, smoothing her white dress. 

“How were things while we were away?” The queen asked, her 
voice kind and soft. 

“Fine, Mother.” 

“And you are fine as well?” 

“am.” 

“Wonderful. | must ask you to prepare things for the people 
while | have a word with your father.” 

“But-” 

“Do as you’re told. You seem to lack obedience for anyone 
except that evil man, Sinclair.” 

Idris stood in the doorway. “He is not evil, Father. He is a good 
advisor and a good man.” 

“Yes, in the same way that a thief is a good man.” 

Idris shut the door and went down the hall, disgusted with his 
father for saying such a thing. If either of his own sons had dared say 
that about anyone, even a commoner, they would have been 
punished. Saying such things about people, especially those who 
served you, was a terrible thing to do. Of course, Idris only thought 
this because it was his father who had said it. He had said terrible 
things about Inti to his brother only that morning and he thought he 
was justified tn doing so. Idris thought he was justified in doing 
anything he wished to do because he was the heir. Not a very good 
one, if you ask me. But people usually don’t. 

Idris did not really need to prepare anything. He simply took his 
place on the throne and sat up straight. lt was naturally looked 
down upon for royalty to slouch or hang their heads. 

Inti appeared on the prince’s right side and offered a low and 
sincere bow, but Idris ignored it as he often did. He had a distaste for 
Inti’s bright smile and sparkling eyes and perfect hair that rested on 
his shoulders. He had a distaste for anyone who disagreed with him 
and his morals. This was something he would not easily get over. 
Actually, it would be very difficult for him to overcome, and terrible 
things would take place at his castle. Horrible, treacherous things. 

“Prince Idris, please. Allow me to take Sinclair’s place as your 
chief advisor,” Inti was saying. 

“You know, it only took me mere seconds to consider what you 
propose. The answer is no.” 

“But he is cruel. Can you not see the effect he is having on you? 
Forgive me for saying this, my prince, but are you so blind that you 


do not comprehend the dangers of listening to him?” 

“Sinclair does whatever | ask of him. You do not. It is as simple 
as that, Inti.” 

“The way | see it, you do whatever he whispers into your ear.” 

“V’ve heard quite enough. If you’re going to stay while the 
people complain, then refrain yourself from opening your mouth.” 

“Of course. But | have a request.” Idris nodded for him to 
continue. “Will you at least allow me to crown you in the event that 
you do become king?” 

“Will you stop talking if | say yes?” 

“Certainly.” 

“Then yes, I’ll allow it.” 

Inti smiled to himself and turned to face the doors. He was 
surprised the prince had not declined his request, as he seemed happy 
to say no to everyone except Sinclair. Sinclair, who had brought up 
this entire crowning business to begin with. Sinclair, who seemed to 
always be watching the prince. Sinclair, who should never be trusted. 

The king and queen arrived sometime later, dressed as formally 
and royally as ever. They both wore white with gold trim. Idris was 
not privileged to wear clothes so nice. He often wore blue and gold 
because he was told it accented his eyes. He never wore white or 
black or anything so regal. He was a prince, which meant he was less 
than the king and queen. Less than his mother and father. It was the 
small and petty things that bothered him most. The unimportant and 
insignificant things. These were also things that would destroy him. 
Instead of paying attention to the obvious and clear goings on, the 
prince paid close attention to all the smallest things that didn’t 
matter at all. 

“Is Aiden not attending?” Idris asked his father. 

“I’m afraid not. He is too unwell to be seen publicly. The people 
will think us weak.” King Edmund answered. 

“Then we can have them put in the dungeon for such 
disrespect.” 

“If every man and woman who showed disrespect for us was 
imprisoned or hanged, then the kingdom would be devoid of any 
mankind. You must understand that every man does not deserve 
punishment.” 

“If you say so. Have the guards open the doors.” 

King Edmund signaled to the men at the doors, and they pulled 
the heavy and massive entrance wide open. At once, the people 
began to pour in, forming a long line from the throne and out the 


doors. They bowed and complained to Idris’s father. A woman begged 
for a place to stay. The king offered an inn. An old man complained 
that there was not enough water to go around. The king told them 
to use it more sparingly. A young boy, younger than Prince Idris by 
perhaps a year, asked about a job in the castle. The king took pity on 
the boy and asked what he was skilled in. The boy, called Lucas, 
explained he was a rather talented artist. This brought a smile to 
Edmund’s face, and he allowed Lucas to be the royal portrait painter, 
as they did not yet have a royal portrait painter (because they had 
all died of age or been imprisoned). Lucas bowed low and followed 
Inti deeper into the castle. A young woman and her child asked fora 
small amount of gold, but the king refused. The woman left in tears. 
It went on like this for hours, late into the afternoon, until the last 
commoner curtsied. She was lIdris’s own age, with long caramel 
colored hair braided down her back. She wore a simple yellow dress. 
And she stood to address the prince, not the king or the queen. 

“Release my brother from your dungeon,” she demanded. 

Idris looked bored. “I’ve sent many people to the dungeon. 
What’s his name?” 

“Thomas. He’s younger than | am. He’s got light hair.” 

“Oh, yes. The boy who complained about my choice of robe 
color. Perhaps you’d like to join him?” 

“No. | want you to release him. He’s done nothing wrong.” 

“If he’d done nothing wrong, he would not be in the dungeon. 
Now, he’s going to stay down there and you’re going to join him if 
you do not leave this castle.” 

She held her hands out. “Then take me to the dungeon. I’d 
rather be down there with him than up here with you. For a prince, 
you are not very generous to your people. You’re cruel.” 

“Escort this young lady to the dungeon.” Idris said to no One in 
particular. “Now.” 

“The next time you see me, Prince Idris, | hope it’s because 
you’ve been thrown in the dungeon yourself.” 

Idris scowled and waved her away. A guard shackled her wrists 
with irons and led her to the dungeon. For a time, the king and queen 
sat in silence, waiting until the doors were shut, and the room was 
empty but for the three of them. They turned to their son and a look 
of disdain shone on both their faces. 

“She asked me to send her there. | was only honoring her 
request. You heard her,” Idris said, purposefully avoiding both their 
gazes. 


“Idris, we do not send people to the dungeon because that’s 
what they want. We attempt to keep people out of the dungeon. You 
should have released the girl’s brother. That is what she wanted, and 
she was right. He did nothing to deserve being sent there,” Queen 
Alice said. 

“Well, it is done. By law, it cannot be undone until the day is 
done. By then, I’m sure we’ll have forgotten her and her brother.” 

“No. That is unacceptable. You are unacceptable. I’m sure a stay 
in the dungeon will teach you some humility,” the king replied. 

Idris frowned. “Fine. She will be released with her brother first 
thing tomorrow.” 

“Very well. Go to Aiden and see how he is. I’m sure he’ll want to 
know how things went.” 

Idris bowed respectfully to his parents and turned on his heel. 
He walked up the grand staircase and down the hall to his brother’s 
room. He was about to open the door, but paused when he heard 
Aiden laugh. There was a woman’s voice as well. His wife and son had 
not left. Was it wise of him to interrupt? Probably not, but that did 
not prevent him from doing so. He turned the knob and let himself 
in. Ollie was the only one who smiled as he closed the door. Aiden 
and Moira grew silent, and their smiles gradually faded. Ollie, 
however, climbed off his father and jumped into his uncle’s arms. 

Moira stood. “Idris. We were just leaving.” 

Idris smiled at Ollie and set him on his feet. “Were you? Well, 
have a good evening.” 

She took her son’s hand and kissed her husband’s forehead. “I’ll 
be back tomorrow, dear.” She turned back to the younger prince. 
“Good evening, Idris. Look after him.” Moira pulled Ollie out of the 
room, silently closing the door. 

Idris took a seat beside his brother’s bed and leaned back in it, 
but he was not the first to speak. Aiden sat up and sighed, noticing 
his brother’s expression. It was his brother’s favorite expression, a 
scowl. Idris had not folded his arms across his chest, though his 
hands were clasped in his lap. Aiden knew Idris well, better than 
most. Certainly, better than Idris knew himself. 

“What did Father say this time?” he asked. 

Idris shook his head and rolled his eyes. “He believes a stay in 
the dungeon will make me humble.” 

Aiden smiled. “But he did not send you down? How merciful.” 

“| disagree. | think he ts too weak to imprison his own son. The 
heir, nonetheless. He cannot handle it.” 


“Idris, why would he suggest that to begin with? What did you 
do to displease him?” 

“| honored a girl’s request to stay with her brother.” 

“That doesn’t seem like something you would do.” 

“In the dungeon. She asked to be with him in the dungeon, and 
that’s where I’ve sent her.” 

“Yes, that does sound more like you. Did Father send anyone to 
the dungeon?” 

“No. He did enlist a boy to paint portraits though. | think I’m 
meant to be his model tomorrow.” 

“You must mean Lucas. He ts very good with paint from what 
I’m told.” 

Idris narrowed his eyes. “From what you’re told?” 

Aiden shrugged. “Inti. | ama prince. He told me plenty about 
what happened, excluding your unjust actions.” 

“Unjust? She asked me to send her down there!” 

Aiden arched a brow. “Why would she do that?” 

“| told you, her brother is down there. The boy who complained 
about my choice of color.” 

“Thomas? You sent Esti to the dungeon?” 

“If that’s her name, then yes. | told her | would not release her 
brother, Thomas.” 

Aiden shook his head. “Idris, Thomas has been down there for 
months now. I’m sure he would readily apologize.” 

“It doesn’t matter either way. I’ve promised I’ll release them 
both tomorrow.” 

“Will you though?” 

“| haven’t decided.” 

“Listen, Idris, you have got to stop punishing people for 
absolutely no reason. Go to Father and apologize to him. Speak with 
Inti. Or, at the very least, take heed of my advice. The way things are 
going, no one will respect you as king. If you’re crowned, they’ll feign 
respect and fake happiness. You must Rnow this.” 

“| will be king, Aiden. Of course they’ll respect me.” 

“Fine. Ignore me. But you know | speak the truth.” Aiden laid 
back. “Get some rest, Idris. I’m sure you’ll require it to sit still for 
your portrait.” 

Idris stood. “Sleep well, Aiden.” 

Aiden did sleep well, but it took him a long while for sleep to 
come. He couldn’t stop himself from wondering what his brother 
thought he was doing. Idris was so determined to go against 


everything he had been raised to do, so determined to be... cruel. 
What had happened for him to be that way? Sinclair. Sinclair had 
always, always, been with the prince to advise him. It was Sinclair’s 
idea to throw half the people in the dungeon and hang the other half. 
It was evil. He was evil. He was Rnowingly turning the heir against 
his own people. He was controlling Idris, and Idris was blind to see it. 
Or, perhaps, he was not so much blind as unwilling. He saw and heard 
what he wanted to see and hear. He chose not to see Sinclair for the 
man he truly was. He chose to be this way, and Aiden feared he 
would not learn otherwise without paying a high price. A high price 
indeed. 

Idris, however, listened to Sinclair because he trusted the man. 
He really believed that Sinclair was helping him make the kingdoma 
better place. He believed everything Sinclair told him, like a fool. If 
someone should be hanged, then they were because Sinclair explained 
that it was better that way. If someone should be imprisoned, then 
they were because Sinclair explained that it was better that way. 
Idris refused to have people whipped, afraid he would not be able to 
handle the guilt that came with it. He did not want to torture 
anyone. Except he was able to have them hanged and to watch with 
no guilt at all. But, as | said before, perhaps the guilt had not broken 
him yet. Perhaps Idris hid it away behind his actions so he would not 
be consumed by such a heavy weight. Perhaps all the deaths that 
rested on his shoulders would weigh him down after a time. A time 
that was approaching all too quickly. 

When Idris opened his eyes, he realized he had slept into the 
afternoon. The past week must have exhausted him more than he 
knew. He had not done anything physical, really, he never did. Idris 
was thin and weak. It had drained him mentally. All the things he 
had to consider, the things he had done, sending that girl to the 
dungeon... It was beginning to take effect. He had, of course, 
forgotten his promise to release the girl and his brother. Not on 
purpose, but he found it difficult to remember things which he did 
not particularly care about. Perhaps it was not changing him after 
all. 

Idris let his servants dress him in a blue tunic lined and 
embroidered with gold. They pulled a pair of black boots over his feet. 
His crown was placed atop his head and the door was pulled open for 
the servants to leave. When they were gone, Lucas was there with 
his hand outstretched, as though he’d been about to knock. Idris 
must have slept quite late into the afternoon. Much later than he 


had first thought. 

Lucas bowed and smiled. “My prince, it is time, | believe, for 
your portrait.” 

Idris offered his own smile. “Lucas, ts it?” 

“Yes, sire.” 

“Don’t call me sire.” He reached under his pillow and placed 
something in his boot, then turned back to the artist. “Where will we 
go?” 

Lucas shrugged. “Wherever you like, Prince Idris.” 

Idris sat on his bed. “Good. In here will do. Where do you want 
me to sit?” 

Lucas pointed to the windowsill. “There. With your legs up on 
the sill and your arms wrapped around them while you look toward 
me. If that’s all right, of course.” 

The prince did as he was asked. He pulled his legs close and 
looked toward Lucas. “Very good. Go and get your things. I’ll be here 
when you get back.” 

The other boy nodded and disappeared. Idris stayed where he 
was, actually quite comfortable. He leaned his head on his knees 
while he waited for the other boy to return. He quite liked Lucas’s 
attitude. Perhaps the boy would be a friend to him, something he did 
not have many of. Perhaps it would be good for him and bring out 
the humanity that must surely be there inside him. Deep down. 

Idris stayed that way on the windowsill for a time, pondering 
what it would be like to be king. To really rule over an entire 
country, an entire kingdom. It would be difficult, to be sure, but it 
would make him feel powerful. He wouldn’t feel so weak and unable 
all the time. So looked down upon for his choices. He would be able 
to do whatever he wanted to do, say whatever he wanted to say. He 
would be the king. He would be all powerful. 

Of course, he was not taking tnto consideration all the 
hardships of being a ruler. The responsibilities. What if there was a 
war? What were his plans to keep the peace? What would he tell his 
people? Would he be a good king? Or would he be a cruel and greedy 
king? Well, | could tell you right now, but then there would be no 
point in reading the rest of the story. | could tell you that Idris will 
be a horrific king, or | could tell you that Idris will the best thing 
that ever happened to his country. But | will neither confirm nor 
deny either of those scenarios. | will simply finish the story. 

Lucas returned sometime later with a canvas and paint and 
brushes. He had other things as well, but those were the essentials. 


Something to paint with, something to paint on, and, well, the paint 
to accomplish those things. Lucas set his things up while the prince 
returned to his position. He had never seen a picture of himself 
according to another person’s perspective. Perhaps it would be good 
to see how the artist boy interpreted his prince. 

Lucas had barely begun before Idris sighed. “How long do you 
expect this will take?” 

The other boy shrugged, sitting on a stool and patiently 
brushing color on the canvas. “It’s hard to say. Why do you ask?” 

“| have things to do. |!ama prince.” 

Lucas smiled. “Things? You mean enjoy a relaxing life of luxury 
and wealth?” 

“Being a prince isn’t all fun, you know. I’ve had many people 
hanged and sent to the dungeon.” 

“Yes, |’m aware. I’m sure they deserved it.” 

“Oh, they certainly did. Terrible disrespect.” 

“What did they do?” 

“Accuse me of wearing something that was not good enough 
because he disliked my choice of color.” 

“Do you not always wear blue?” Lucas inquired, using the very 
color he spoke of on his canvas. 

“No, | do not. That day | was wearing green.” Idris answered, as 
though everyone should have known. 

“Well, if you don’t mind my saying, | don’t believe green suits 
you, my prince.” 

Idris scowled. “| am the heir, Lucas. Anything | wear suits me.” 

“Of course.” 

They lapsed into silence after that, the only audible sound being 
the paintbrush against the canvas. Lucas’s hand was very steady 
while he worked, while he made art. When he painted, he was always 
confident. He always knew exactly which color to use, how to use it, 
when to use it. He simply knew precisely what to do without having 
to think about it. 

Had Idris not been thinking of other things, the artist’s skill 
might have intrigued or even impressed him. As it was, however, the 
prince’s thoughts were elsewhere. This time not wondering about 
being a king, or anything to do with that. This time he wondered 
about the people in the dungeon. The people who had been hanged at 
his request. Did they have families to mourn their deaths? To mourn 
their imprisonment? He thought there was something about the 
dungeon that he was meant to do, but he could not recall. Releasing 


someone, perhaps? But why would he ever do that? They deserved to 
be in the dungeon. They had made a fool of him or of his father. They 
were disrespectful. They were justly shackled. Weren’t they? 

His thoughts drifted away as he stared at the other boy. He 
thought of his parents, his brother, his nephew. He thought of 
Sinclair and of Inti. He thought of that girl he had sent away and of 
her brother. He even thought of Lucas. What must they all think of 
him? Did they believe him selfish and cruel? Probably. He didn’t know 
it then, but they were justified in thinking those things. Idris was, 
admittedly, a terrible prince. He was handsome, yes, and he was 
flawless. But royalty was not only about the good looks. It was about 
protecting the people, assisting them, preserving the peace and the 
calmness. It was nothing to do with beauty, but everything to do 
with actions, words, and choices. And it seemed that Idris was not 
making wise decisions. He was instead making himself seem like the 
worst thing to ever happen to the kingdom. 

Lucas wiped his hands on his tunic and grinned. “It’s finished, 
Prince Idris. Ready to sit and dry and later hang.” 

Idris stood and looked the portrait over. In the portrait, his 
tunic was perfect with the golden embroidery and gold accents. His 
shining crown was immaculate. His hair painted to perfection. The 
position precise. His expression was bored and judgmental, but he 
supposed it was an expression he often wore. He certainly did not 
often smile. It looked like him, that was definite and obvious. He 
liked it. Appreciated it, even. 

Idris had not been admiring his portrait long, however, before 
there was a knock at the door. He called for whoever it was to come 
in, standing up straight. He had been expecting his father or mother 
or one of his advisors, perhaps even a servant. What he saw was 
none of those things though. It was a messenger. An older man who 
had aged far too quickly. | suppose being the bearer of bad news will 
do that to a person. He bowed to the prince and met his gaze, his 
eyes sad and fearful. Idris waited for the few words that he did not 
know would change his life the way they did. 

“Your Majesty, | regret having to deliver this terrible news to 
you. Forgive me. My prince, the king and queen are...” 

Idris did not hear the last word. He did not want to hear it. He 
knew what it was. Four simple letters that both hurt him and made 
him morbidly happy. He knew the old man feared his response, but he 
had no response. He felt nothing, heard nothing, and said nothing. He 
sat heavily on the little wooden stool and stared blankly at the 


messenger. He simply could not comprehend what he had heard. 

“V’m sorry. What did you say?” Idris whispered, his voice 
sounding far away. 

“King and Queen Adkins have passed away. They were found in 
bed, still. You are the first to know, Prince Idris.” 

“I-| want it to stay that way until | proclaim otherwise.” Idris 
shook his head. “Leave me.” 

The messenger nodded, bowed once more, and vanished out the 
door. Lucas pulled the door closed and began to quietly gather his 
things. He avoided looking at the prince, who stared at the closed 
door with a gloomy emptiness in his eyes. It was clear to the artist 
that this had hurt the prince more than he thought it would. It was 
clear to Lucas that Idris did not know what to do. 

Idris closed his eyes for a moment and exhaled slowly. How had 
his mother and father suddenly died? Why had this happened? Of 
course, it also meant that he would be king. He imagined Inti would 
crown him king that very evening. He would wear his father’s crown. 
He would be able to do anything he wished. But... his mother and 
father would not be there. They were gone. 

Idris looked at the other boy who was with him. “Lucas, how 
are you at writing?” he asked, his voice soft. 

Lucas shrugged. “Good, | suppose.” 

“Very good. Go and write a message proclaiming the king and 
queen’s deaths. It is to say that Prince Idris will be crowned king 
tonight. A funeral procession will be held tomorrow morning. Deliver 
it to the messenger and tell him to read it to everyone.” 

“Is tt wise to inform the people so soon?” Lucas hesitantly 
inquired. 

Idris stood up and pulled open the door. “Of course it is.” 

The prince walked out of his room and down the hall. By the 
time he reached his brother’s door, part of him was beginning to 
have doubts about all of this. He had not really expected to become 
king so soon. He wasn’t sure he was ready. The other part of him, 
however, was very reddy and very sure. The other part of him wanted 
everything that came with being king. 

Aiden sat up, as he always did, when his brother came in. He 
noticed immediately the grim expression on his brother’s face. He 
would later realize that there had been a sadness in his eyes as well. 
A sadness that had nearly broken Idris that day. It was not until 
much later that Aiden regretted not being there for his little brother 
the day he most needed it. 


Idris took his place by his brother’s bed and looked at him. His 
voice was very quiet now. “Aiden, there is something you must know. 
You must also understand that | never intended for it to be this 
way.” 

Aiden nodded slowly. “All right. Tell me.” 

“The king and queen have passed away. They... they are dead.” 

Aiden would also realize later that the reason Idris had called 
them the king and queen was because he did not want to feel 
attached to them. He did not want to feel as though his mother and 
father had died. As though they had left him. Idris called his parents 
the king and queen to avoid the truth. Not only were the king and 
queen dead, but his mother and father were dead as well. 

“Mother and Father? How did this happen?” Aiden asked. 

“1 don’t Rnow. | will be crowned king tonight. The funeral will 
take place the following morning,” Idris replied, sounding very unlike 
himself. 

“Idris, you’re sure you can be a king? One who will be respected 
and trusted by his people?” 

“Do you doubt me?” 

Aiden sighed. “Yes, if you must know. | do doubt you.” 

Idris turned away from his brother. “If you’re able, Aiden, | 
would be glad to see you at my coronation and at the funeral.” 

“Of course. But please, do not be a fool. Do not take heed of 
Sinclair’s words. If you do, he will destroy you. Idris, you must listen 
to me. Please. | don’t want to see you get hurt.” 

“| appreciate your concern for me, | do, but | want Sinclair by 
my side. Inti will be there, but Sinclair will be my chief advisor.” Idris 
stood and spoke a few more words before leaving his brother. “I will 
be a great king, Aiden, | assure you.” 

Idris closed the door behind him and turned on his heel, crossing 
his arms as he walked toward the stairs. The deaths of his mother 
and father were heavy in his heart, but he neglected to let anyone 
see his sadness or his fear. Yes, being a king is what he had always 
wanted, but would he be killed as well? Would whoever killed his 
parents come after him? It was likely. Perhaps even more than likely. 
He’d heard of such things happening before. But, if they were going 
to kill him, why had they not already done it? The answer should 
have been obvious to the prince as he walked down the stairs. It was 
obvious to me, but | hear everything. | see everything that goes on in 
the castle. Still, there really was only one man who wanted this 
more, perhaps, than the prince himself. 


Sinclair bowed to Idris as he reached the last step. “My prince, 
I’ve heard the terrible news.” If the news saddened him, he did a 
splendid job of hiding it. “l am sorry they’re dead. How are you 
doing?” 

Idris sighed. “I’m fine, Sinclair. Find my servant to dress me 
appropriately. Tell him | will be there shortly.” 

“You have several servants, Your Majesty. Whom do you mean?” 

“LT mean Philip, my servant. And tell Lucas to remove the 
portrait from my room.” 

“Yes, of course, my prince. Right away.” 

Idris pushed past his advisor and nodded to the guards to open 
the door. They let him into the gardens where he felt, finally, a small 
sense of ease. He asked around for Inti, unsuccessfully wandering 
around the courtyard for him. Idris eventually gave up and took a 
seat on an empty bench, a scowl on his face. 

“| apologize, Prince Idris. | heard what happened and came to 
find you. Are you well?” Inti took a seat beside the prince. 

“Yes, I’m perfectly all right. | wanted to talk to you about 
tonight. | did agree that you could crown me, and | will keep my 
word.” 

“That’s ... kind of you. Is that all?” 

“| wanted to ask you something, actually. A personal matter. 
I’m sure you can guess what about.” 

“Your parents.” 

“Precisely. | don’t know how they died. | want you to find out.” 

“Did no one tell you?” 

“Tell me what?” 

“Prince Idris, they were poisoned.” 

Idris stood up and for a moment felt like screaming. He almost 
lost his perfect princely composure but managed to control himself 
and address Inti calmly. 

“Very well then. | appreciate your honesty. | want you to 
discover the one who did this and send them directly to my room. 
They will be hanged for murder. Good day.” 

Inti took the prince’s arm before he could walk away. “Wait. Are 
you certain this ts what you want? You’re certain you can put their 
deaths out of your mind? Are you certain you’re well?” 

Idris pulled his arm away. “| can handle it, Inti. Good day.” 

He walked out of the gardens and into the castle. Philip 
escorted him to his room. Idris sat on his bed, staring at the place his 
portrait had sat only moments before. He was certain this was what 


he wanted, as it was what he had always wanted. And he could 
easily put their deaths out of his mind, especially after the funeral. 
Being king would be a simple matter. 

Philip reappeared a moment later with a black and gold tunic, a 
new pair of black boots, black leggings, and a white undershirt. Idris 
let him do all the work, as dressing himself was beneath him. He was 
royalty, so it was only natural that he had servants for such things. 

Philip brushed the prince’s hair and made him stand in front of 
a mirror, too proud of his work for a supposedly humble servant. 
“What do you think of yourself?” 

Idris looked more like his father with such fine clothes on, but 
he also looked young. “I think | look fine. You are dismissed.” 

Philip bowed and left the room. Idris did not linger by the 
mirror, rather he sat on his bed with perfect posture. He was ready 
to become king. Ready to take his father’s place. Ready to take 
Sinclair’s advice. He was, simply, prepared. Except, he was far from 
it. He was not prepared or ready for what lay ahead. For the 
treachery, the guilt, the death. Idris Adkins was very unaware of the 
terrible things that would happen to him. 

Sinclair arrived in the prince’s room a long while after the 
servant left. He bowed briefly and sat to the left of Idris. | might 
explain what he thought of the prince, if it wasn’t so horrible. Idris 
was cruel and prideful and arrogant, perhaps, but he was not evil. He 
did not seek out ways to destroy other people and have everything 
for himself, like Sinclair. He simply did as he was told. One might say 
he was weak and ignorant. And Sinclair used these things to take 
advantage of his prince. 

‘It ts time. The people are waiting for you in the throne room. 
Inti has prepared everything.” 

Idris nodded. “Is my brother there?” 

“Of course. He is happier than I’ve ever seen him.” 

“Then | suppose they’re all waiting for me.” This brought a smile 
to the prince’s lips. A prideful one, at that. 

“Yes, my prince. You, heir to the throne.” 

Idris followed his advisor down the hall and down the staircase. 
The moment they stepped into the throne room, the crowds of people 
became silent. Everyone in the room bowed low then rose to watch 
the ceremony. Sinclair escorted Idris onto the platform where the 
thrones stood. Inti was already there, holding the crown. The king’s 
crown. Aiden stood beside him, pale and thin but smiling, 
nonetheless. He was happy for his brother. Or pretending to be happy 
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for his brother. Idris stood between his brother and Inti, Sinclair 
standing off to the side and looking very proud of himself for reasons 
| cannot yet explain. Then the crown was placed atop Idris’s head and 
there was heavy silence. 
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Idris stood beside his brother. Inti and Sinclair were nearer to 
the coffins as they were lowered, side by side, into the earth. No one 
was crying, but a deep and unsettling quiet had come to the funeral 
uninvited. There were not many people standing behind the castle, 
where all the royals had been buried for generations. Idris recognized 
Lucas, Philip, Inti, Sinclair, but no one else. Well, his brother, but that 
seemed obvious. He knew he likely should have recognized most of 
them, but he didn’t particularly care. He wanted this morbid occasion 
to be finished so that he could enjoy a moment of peace as the king. 
King Idris. He had refused to be called King Adkins, as he wanted to 
be, in his own words, special. In truth, he was still in denial that his 
parents were deceased. Well, not so much denial as unwillingness to 
show emotion. He was, after all, the king. It would be rather 
embarrassing if the first thing he was seen doing publicly was crying 
like a little boy. He did love his mother and father, | assure you, but 
he was simply so obsessed with being king that he was too easily 
able to ignore other things. Too easily blinded by pride and by power. 

Idris walked with Aiden when the procession was finished. For a 
time, nothing was said between the brothers. They simply walked 
toward the castle’s entrance. Aiden seemed paler than usual. His gait 
was terribly slow. The king was surprised his brother had not yet 
fainted. 

“Idris, what are you going to do?” Aiden suddenly asked quietly. 

Idris looked at him with a raised brow. “What do you mean?” 

“Mother and Father are not here to help you. Your chief advisor, 
forgive me for saying this, is a terrible man. Inti is only your second 
advisor, and you don’t listen to anything he says. Surely you will 
enlist Philip as another advisor. Or, at the very least, someone aside 
from Sinclair whom you will listen to. Someone you trust.” 

“You, Aiden. | trust you.” 

“| would be grateful to be your advisor, but | meant someone 
who is well and who can always be there by your side.” 

“Philip certainly won’t do. He ts too proud of himself.” 

“Is there no one else that you would listen to?” 

Idris shrugged. “Perhaps the portrait boy, Lucas.” 
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“Yes, he seems a nice enough boy.” 

“You’ve spoken with him?” 

“Of course. He did, after all, paint my portrait as well.” 

“Yes, of course. I’ll speak with him.” 

“Very good, but... I’m worried for you, Idris. | do not believe 
you are acting the way a king ought to. You have yet to change your 
irritable ways.” 

Idris crossed his arms. “And how do you suppose a king ought to 
act?” 

“Justly, fairly, generously, in favor of his people. You have 
people hanged for idiotic reasons. You have them sent to the 
dungeon for reasons | still cannot fathom. You behave like a young 
boy who always gets what he wants.” 

Idris stayed quiet as they began to ascend the stairs together. 
Idris sighed. “| apologize for my insincerity and oversight. However, it 
is my decision how to act on such things. |am merely protecting my 
kingdom from harmful people.” 

Aiden sat on the edge of his bed, breathing heavily from the 
short walk. “You are wrong, Idris. You are the cause of harm. People 
do terrible things because their king does terrible things. You, Idris, 
are terrible.” He took a deep breath and smiled at his younger 
brother. “| do believe you can be a good person though. You can bea 
good king. Sinclair ts your greatest problem. He is wrong in 
everything he does and in everything he says. The moment you 
realize that, Idris, you will be a better person for it. A better, wiser 
king.” Aiden lay back in bed. 

The king looked down at his brother. “Thank you, Aiden.” He 
closed the door and left his brother to rest. He stood there in the hall 
for a moment, wondering about what his brother had said. Idris knew 
Sinclair well, and he knew the man’s motives. His agenda. He wanted 
the kingdom to be a better, safer place. That’s what he continued to 
tell Idris, anyway. Was the king really so blind and ignorant he failed 
to see that Sinclair wanted neither of those things? Oh, absolutely, 
he was. Idris Adkins was very nearsighted when it came to his own 
beliefs. In his nearsightedness, he failed to realize the enormity and 
treachery of his chief advisor’s intentions. 

Of course, Idris didn’t really think all that. He thought his 
brother was wise beyond his years, but he took no heed of the words. 
All the king wondered was whether his people would respect him. He 
wondered whether he really was being an awful king. The obvious 
and correct answer was positively yes without a doubt. What Idris 


really thought was that he didn’t care either way. He would come to 
realize how foolish he had always been. He would realize how much 
his brother truly meant to him. How much he truly wished Aiden had 
been king, and himself the sickly brother. Idris would later realize 
that he should have listened and clung to every word that his 
brother spoke. King Idris would come to see that nothing was more 
precious to him than the life of his brother. 

Idris returned to his own room, dismissing Philip who had been 
waiting for some time now. Idris was not in the mood to be dressed 
in his nightclothes. He was only in the mood for rest and solidarity. 
Unfortunately for him, it would be a long time before he found 
comfort in rest or seclusion. And unfortunately, there was a light 
knock at the door before the king had even managed to close his 
eyes. 

Idris stood up, a scowl automatically creeping onto his face. 
“COME. the 

The door was pushed open, and Lucas stepped inside, lowering 
himself tnto a bow. “My king, forgive me for disturbing you at such 
an hour, but Prince Aiden sent me to see you. He seemed sure there 
was something you required from me.” 

“How kind of him. As it happens, there is something | require 
from you. Have a seat.” 

Lucas sat down on the only seat available, the bed. Idris sat 
beside him, the scowl disappearing. But there was something else in 
its place, not on his lips but in his eyes. There appeared to be a sort 
of confusion. A conflict which bothered the king more than he knew 
at the time. 

“My king, has something happened?” 

“No, all is well. You seem ready to give your opinion whether or 
not it is asked for. That is something which my brother feels certain | 
need. Lucas, how do you feel about being my advisor?” 

“The king’s advisor? What of Sinclair and Inti?” 

“| need more than two opinions.” 

“Well, | would be honored.” 

“Of course, of course. Very good. You are dismissed.” 

Lucas rose from the bed, but he didn’t leave the room. “Is there 
anything else you need?” 

Idris looked up at the boy, his expression gloomy. “No, nothing.” 

“King Idris, | do not believe that is the truth, but | will respect 
your answer. Good night.” 

Idris waited until the door was closed to lay back in bed. He 
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didn’t bother changing clothes. He didn’t even bother turning out the 
lights. The king fell instantly into an almost relaxing rest. | say 
almost because Idris never had relaxing rests. There was always 
something in his head that appeared in the form of dreams. There 
was always something that worried him, though it was something he 
would never admit worried him. That would only be seenasa 
weakness. Actually, to his people, it would have been seen as 
humanity. But he cared nothing of his people’s opinions. He cared 
only that he was king, and he could do whatever he wished. 

When his eyes opened the next morning, Idris stood up and 
pulled open his door. He went into the throne room, and he sat in his 
father’s throne, the king’s throne. He sighed heavily and waited until 
his three advisors were standing beside him. He turned to them and 
spoke in a cold voice. 

“| don’t want to hear you speak unless | ask you to speak. Is 
that clear?” 

They nodded, but Inti still ignored the request. “King Idris, | 
apologize for speaking, but | believe it will please you to know your 
brother is here.” 

The king turned toward his brother’s throne and saw Adien 
sitting there. He looked better than Idris had ever seen him. His skin 
was not its usual ghostly white. He was wearing a yellow and silver 
tunic. He even wore his crown, something Idris had not seen him do 
in many years. Idris gestured for the guards at the doors to wait 
while he stood before his brother. 

“Aiden, | did not expect you would be here.” 

Aiden stood and bowed an overly dramatic bow. “Did you expect 
| would never be well? | assure you, Idris, | am fine. And of course I’m 
here. I’ve missed one of these commoner gatherings in my life and | 
do not intend to miss another.” 

“| see. Well, |am glad you could attend. | am glad you’re well.” 

Aiden smiled and took his seat, glancing briefly at his brother. 
He was well, that was true, but this had happened before. He’d be ill 
again in no time. However, he was the older brother which meant he 
was the true heir. If he was able to convince the people and the 
king’s advisors that he was more competent and understanding than 
his younger brother, then perhaps he could take Idris’s place as king. 
Was that right though? Would he not be acting like his arrogant 
brother if he did such a thing? Well, he would, but it would at least 
be for the betterment of the country and kingdom. Aiden did not 
consider this for long, realizing that being king was not what he 
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wanted. He wanted his brother to be the king. He wanted to advise 
his brother, not rule a country. Whether he was more capable did not 
matter, Idris was meant to be the king. 

Idris addressed the man before him with a scowl, crossed arms, 
and narrowed eyes. “You, sir, will be hanged for your crime.” 

Inti leaned near to his king and spoke quietly. “Your Majesty, 
he’s done nothing to deserve the noose.” 

“Did you not hear him? He confessed to stealing gold. | do 
believe he deserves whatever comes his way.” 

“| heard his confession, my king. He only took ten gold pieces 
from a wealthy man for his children. A simple warning, | believe, will 
suffice.” 

Aiden joined the other advisors and spoke to his brother. “Idris, 
stop this. You are being naive. Send him away with a warning. If he 
steals again, then you may hang him.” 

Idris stood up. “Absolutely not. He should be hanged for theft 
within the hour.” 

There were only two commoner men left in the castle, the thief 
and the man he had stolen from, and they were listening to all of 
this. Both men were growing increasingly impatient and irksome. 

The rich man nodded. “Yes, he certainly should!” 

The thief glared. “| did nothing wrong, Your Grace. | havea 
family. Have mercy.” 

“Lies!” 

“| speak the truth!” 

“The noose!” 

“Please, King Idris. My family, my children, will be without me!” 

“Enough!” Idris shouted. The wealthy man and the thief hung 
their heads. Sinclair glared at Inti, who glared back. Aiden still stood 
beside his brother, though his skin seemed to be paler than it had 
been only a few minutes before. Lucas had not spoken a single word 
all this time. Idris sighed and turned to the two men; irritation was 
evident in his steady gaze. 

“You will be hanged for your crime. My decision is final.” 

Aiden tried reasoning with him once more. “This is ridiculous, 
Idris. This man has a family. Let him go.” 

“LT will not.” 

Lucas bowed briefly to his king and glanced nervously at Aiden, 
who nodded. “My king, will you come with me?” he gestured behind 
the thrones, away from the others. 

Idris rolled his eyes but followed his young advisor, nonetheless. 
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“What is it, Lucas? Are you going to convince me not to hang that 
man? | won’t change my mind. He is guilty of theft.” 

“Will you at least listen to me?” 

“Very well.” 

“Thank you.” Lucas took a deep breath, preparing to be yelled at 
or accused of ignorance. “Prince Aiden is correct. That man only took 
the gold for his children. To provide for them.” 

“Yes, | understand that. It does not, however, change the fact 
that he stole. He committed a crime.” 

“King Idris, I’ve stolen before. When | was younger and my 
parents passed away, | had nothing. | had to eat. So, | took bread 
without paying and I’m sorry | did that. It doesn’t mean that l’’ma 
thief. | was a boy. | hardly grasped that | was stealing. Are you going 
to hang me?” 

Idris’s expression had not changed from the impatient scowl, 
but his eyes said something else. They were not scowling or 
impatient. Idris had always been told his eyes were kind, but he 
denied it. It was true. His blue eyes were beautifully kind. “No, | will 
not have you hanged. If you were to steal something in this present 
time, however, | would hang you. Just as |am going to have that 
thief hanged.” 

“You wouldn’t have me hanged. You wouldn’t have Aiden 
hanged. You wouldn’t have Inti hanged. You wouldn’t have Sinclair 
hanged. If your nephew stole, you would not have him hanged. If you 
stole something, you would not have yourself hanged. If people will 
hang for theft, then you can have no exceptions. Hang me if you’re 
going to hang that man. Hang everyone who has stolen something.” 

“Lucas, yours was a past crime. This man stole today. He must 
be punished.” 

“Then listen to your brother. Send the man away witha 
warning not to steal. He does not deserve to die.” 

“Of course he does, insolent boy.” 

Idris turned to see Sinclair at his left side and Inti on his right. 
Aiden was leaning against one of the thrones. 

“Sinclair, you speak only words of poison. If anyone ts to be 
hanged, it should be you and your honeyed voice.” Inti replied. 

“| believe that is the king’s decision. One he is more than 
capable of making.” 

“| agree. He is capable without you whispering in his ear.” 

Idris took a step away from them all. He was no longer 
scowling. His expression was collected, calm, commanding. There was 
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a dangerous glint in his eyes. “All of you will stop bickering or | will 
have every last person in this room hanged! | am the king, and! am 
the deciding factor! All of you will hush and not speak unless spoken 
to! Do | make myself clear?” The three of them nodded, all looking 
slightly stunned and stricken. “That man is a thief and, as such, must 
be punished. Sinclair.” 

“Your Majesty.” 

“Stop smiling and have a word with that thief about stealing 
while you escort him to his house.” Sinclair frowned, bowed, and 
departed. Idris turned to Inti and Lucas, frustrated with them both. “1 
am tired of hearing your pretty little speeches. They do nothing to 
persuade me. In fact, you should not be attempting to persuade your 
king at all. But that’s beside the point. You were asked to be my 
advisors to offer advice, that is all. No speeches. No persuasions. 
Understood?” 

Inti nodded but broke his silence anyway. “King Idris, may | say 
something?” 

“Yes, | suppose. So long as it’s brief.” 

“You ask for no persuasion, but is that not what Sinclair seeks 
to do? Persuade you? Manipulate you?” 

“Inti, ’ve heard enough about Sinclair. | am not persuaded by 
any man. | can make decisions for myself.” Idris vaguely nodded 
toward the muttering rich man. “Now please, get that man out of 
my castle by any means necessary.” Inti bowed and did as he was 
told. “Lucas, don’t you have something to paint?” 

“| do if you dismiss me,” Lucas said, bowing. 

Idris waved him away and gradually made his way toward 
Aiden. His brother was very unwell. His skin was white. His hair was 
sweaty. His eyes were half-closed. He could scarcely stand without 
keeling over. Idris breathed a curse and supported Aiden’s weight. 

“| thought you were well.” It was difficult to keep himself from 
yelling at his brother. 

“| apologize. But | had to be here. | knew you would do 
something like this. | do not want you to continue making the same 
mistakes time and time again,” Aiden whispered. 

“Aiden, you look awful. | cannot see you this way. | will have 
Philip and Lucas take you to your room. | will speak with you after 
’ve had a word with Sinclair.” Idris helped his older brother slump in 
a throne, then he turned toward Lucas, who was not yet out of sight. 
“Lucas, | need you to do something for me.” 

The artist boy returned quickly to his king’s side, a look of 
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concern in his eyes. “What happened?” 

“Please, take my brother to his room. He ts unwell. If you 
require Philip’s assistance, tell him it is my insistence that he help 
you.” 

“Of course, my king, anything.” 

Lucas supported Aiden’s weight and they left Idris alone in the 
throne room where he sat heavily in his throne. He’d only been 
sitting there a minute when he heard the sound of feet on carpet and 
irritably glanced up. His trritation vanished when he saw his nephew 
and his brother’s wife. He was about to stand and greet them, but 
Moira put a gentle and careful hand on his shoulder. 

“You look exhausted enough, Idris. I’m here for Aiden. | heard 
what happened. | can see the effect this is having on you. Please, 
rest. I’m certain you deserve it,” Moira said. 

Idris nodded and lifted Ollie into his lap. “Ollie, how are you?” 

The young boy grinned. “Happy to see Father. You look tired, 
Uncle Princey Boy.” 

Idris winced at the unfortunate name Aiden had insisted Ollie 
call him. Really, it was repulsive. He had never quite forgiven his 
brother for that. “I’m quite all right, Ollie. Go and see your father.” 

Ollie leapt into his mother’s arms, sensing his uncle’s need fora 
moment of solitude. Moira carried him away, up the stairs. Their 
footsteps soon went silent, and Idris was once more alone. 

Why had he been so determined to have that man’s neck put in 
the noose? Was he really such a terrible person? Well, yes, he was. 
But he was perhaps realizing that his decisions were unwise. That 
they were harmful and hurtful. That his attention was not where it 
should be. The question then was this: was he willing to make that 
change? To apply effort? Not right now, he certainly wasn’t. He did 
nothing to make the changes. He did nothing to better himself. He 
only sat in the throne and waited, rather impatiently, for Sinclair to 
return so they could speak in private. So they would not be 
overheard by eavesdropping servants. 

“King Idris, if you don’t mind my asking, what are you doing?” 

Idris lifted his head and looked at Sinclair. “| was waiting for 
you, Sinclair.” 

“Why is that?” 

“lL must ask that you refrain yourself from arguing with Inti. It 
is both bothersome and unnecessary.” 

Sinclair nodded. “You’re right, of course, but you might speak to 
him about such things. Not bickering, but his absolute disrespect for 
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you. The things he says about you are... disturbing.” 

“What things?” 

“He often goes on about your pride and your lack of conscience. 
You should speak with him.” 

“Inti said such things about me, his own king?” 

“Yes, he most assuredly did, King Idris.” 

Idris sighed. “Very well. | will have a word with him. Go do 
something with yourself Sinclair, | must speak with my brother.” He 
rose from the throne. “Tell Philip to find me when Inti has nothing 
productive to do with himself.” 

The king did not wait for a response. He went straight up the 
stairs without stopping for anyone or anything. Of course, this was 
only because he did not want to talk to anyone. He did not want to 
be around any of the castle servants, butlers, or maids. He wished 
simply to be alone with his brother. To feel like he had some sort of 
family, as his parents were certainly not going to be any help in that 
particular area. 

Idris pushed open the door and shut it behind him. He sat where 
he always sat and clasped his hands in his lap. “Aiden, how could you 
be so foolish? You knew very well that you were ill. What possessed 
you to see the people?” 

Aiden grinned, though he looked pained. “| did not want to miss 
your first commoner gathering as king. | wanted to see how you 
handled things. Not as a king should, I’ve deduced. That man did not 
deserve to be hanged. He deserved a simple warning. You are 
irrational and too hasty in your decisions. If you want to makea 
good king, then pull yourself together and act like one. Do not 
continue acting like the arrogant and prideful fool of a prince that 
you once were. Unless, perhaps, you have not changed. If that is the 
case, then | suggest you step down and give the throne to one of 
your advisors.” Aiden took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. “Idris, 
don’t do something you’ll regret. Please.” 

The king stared at his brother for a long moment, stunned into 
utter silence. For a time, he barely seemed able to breathe. Then, 
suddenly and quickly, he pulled himself from the chair and looked 
down at his brother. “| was not arrogant. | was doing what any king 
ought to: depriving his kingdom of the evil which lurks within its 
walls.” 

Aiden sat up. “Then you should consider banishing yourself.” 

Idris hung his head, more hurt by that simple comment than by 
his own parents’ deaths. “| know what you think of me, Aiden. What 
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you think of Sinclair. Perhaps he is not always correct, but |am nota 
terrible person. | will be a great king yet. My people will show me 
respect not because | force them to, but because | have earned it. | 
promise you that.” 

“You’ve promised me many things, Idris, and all of them were 
empty promises.” 

“Not this time. This time, I’m serious. | promise.” 

“When that happens, then I’ll believe you. But as of now, your 
promises mean nothing.” 

“Very well. Good evening. | will speak with you later.” 

Aiden lay tn his bed. “Good evening. | hope for your own sake 
that you keep that promise.” 

Idris nodded and left the room, slamming the door. He returned 
to his own room and found Inti waiting in front of the window. His 
advisor looked tired and worried and stressed, but there was alsoa 
sort of rage in his brown eyes. He did not turn, but the king saw this 
in the reflection of the window. He saw something else as well. Idris 
sat on the edge of his bed, facing the window. 

“Sinclair brought to my attention some rather disturbing 
speculations. | have been told that you say things about me without 
my knowledge. Things that might be .. . traitorous.” 

“And you want me to tell you that it ts untrue or that it ts 
Sinclair who speaks such things?” Idris nodded, though Inti did not 
see it, being turned backward. He simply continued speaking. “Well, | 
will not lie to my king. Yes, | have said things that would likely 
displease you, as most things | say displease you. | will not say that | 
regret saying them. My king, you must understand that you are not. 
.. Well, | don’t think you’re... being.. .” 

Idris raised his hand and cleared his throat before Inti could 
finish. “It ts clear to me what you think of me and what you think of 
my exploits. I’m sorry | cannot live up to everyone’s specifications of 
a king, but | assure you, and the entire kingdom, that | am trying to 
be like... like my father. | am, Inti. | am doing what | believe is right 
and what | believe ts just, as my brother would say. | do not require 
your critique. | will do as | please. You are only there to offer your 
opinion when | ask you to offer your opinion. That is the simplicity of 
it, and you must agree with me.” 

Inti turned to face his king. “Must |? If you’re honestly trying to 
be like your father, you’re doing a very chaotic and immature job of 
it. | assure you that if you only accepted help, you would be a much 
better king and earn the respect of your people.” 
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Idris stood up. “I could have you hanged for such disgrace, Inti.” 

“But you won't.” 

“Oh?” 

“If you have me hanged, Sinclair will get everything he wants. 
He’ll make sure Lucas is hanged also. Then your own brother. | will 
respect you, King Idris, the day you realize how horrible your chief 
advisor is. The day you realize your mistakes. The day you take 
responsibility for your lack of good judgment.” 

Idris folded his arms across his chest. “Leave me and do not 
speak in my presence unless it is required of you to do so.” 

Inti bowed, though it was reluctant, and left the room. It was 
clear to the king that his advisor thought some disgraceful things 
about him, but it was also clear that he would not cease to think 
such things. However, these things did not bother the king because 
he knew, in his heart, that Inti spoke the truth. Inti was correct tn 
that one statement about Sinclair. If he had Inti hanged, then 
Sinclair would most definitely convince him to have the others 
hanged as well. And Idris would listen to him, and he would have 
them hanged. He would listen because he did not know what else to 
do. He would listen because he did not really understand what it 
meant to be the king or what it meant to rule a country. He did not 
understand the simplest of things because he did whatever Sinclair 
told him to do without even taking into consideration the 
consequences of that decision. The consequences of a simple yes or 
no. 

As he sat in bed, unlacing his boots, he realized he had not 
asked Inti about the poisoning of his parents. He had not inquired 
after any evidence against the person who might’ve committed such 
a horrible crime. He had, as you may recall, told the advisor to escort 
the convict to his room, but that also had not happened. Nothing 
involving his parents had happened since the procession. In fact, Idris 
was beginning to consider that it might actually have been done by 
Inti himself. But if he considered that, then he also must consider 
that Lucas or Sinclair could have done the deed. He had to consider 
that anyone in the castle could have done it. He was sure, after all, 
that they all had some sort of qualm with the king or the queen. 
Himself included. 

But that was all simple speculation on his part. He really had no 
idea who had done it. Though | will say the man who did it was the 
farthest man from his mind. The man he would least suspect, for 
reasons known only to him, and | created the snob of a prince. Tsk 
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tsk tsk. By now, | should know better than to let my characters 
think for themselves. Anyway, the king finally finished unlacing his 
boots and fell asleep. After all, he would need his rest. Tomorrow, 
things would begin to escalate drastically. And when | say drastically, 
| mean it tn every sense of the word. 
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Things began normally, of course, most days began ordinarily. 
Idris sat up in bed, called Philip, and was dressed appropriately. Blue, 
as was typical, and silver. Silvery leggings. Brown boots that the 
servant laced for him. Then Philip scurried away, and the king 
wandered about in the gardens. He sat on a bench. He slumped on his 
throne, where no one would see his poor posture. He ate a lunch fit 
for a king, as he was indeed a king. Then things began to move along, 
which really meant nothing else important happened up until this 
point. 

Inti found the king wandering about the gardens in the early 
afternoon. Idris heard the hurried footsteps long before they reached 
him, and he stopped walking and waited. The advisor stopped on the 
king’s right and spoke quietly, as though afraid of being overheard. 

“Your Majesty, you asked me to find the man who poisoned the 
former king and queen.” 

Idris sighed dramatically. “Yes, | know. You said it yourself; / 
asked you.” He stared pointedly ahead, not looking at the advisor. 
“But | believe | also asked you not to speak to me unless | requested 
it. Yet here you are, directly disobeying my order. | sincerely hope you 
have a good reason because if you do not, and | find my time wasted, 
you will be hanged.” 

“| apologize,” he hurriedly said. “But | believe you will find this 
news well worth your time. | have found something rather... 
incriminating. | found the very bottle of poison, emptied more than 
halfway. My king, | found the bottle in Sinclair’s chambers.” 

Idris’s steady gaze faltered. “Sinclair’s chambers? What, may | 
ask, were you doing tn there?” 

“Having a few choice words with Sinclair. But that is beside the 
point, King Idris. He poisoned your parents. He must be hanged at 
once.” 

“And | am to take your claims at face value? | think not. How 
do | know you didn’t place the bottle in there and blame him for your 
crime?” Idris faced his advisor with a bored and disgusted expression. 
“Go find Sinclair and bring him to me, and | expect you to return as 


well. | will see you both in the throne room.” 

With that, Idris left his advisor and entered the castle. He had 
meant to see Aiden again, but instead found himself walking down a 
different hall. One lined with pictures. He passed portraits of former 
kings, former queens, princes, princesses. But at the end of these 
paintings, two familiar tmages hung on the wall, side by side. One 
was a portrait of himself, but the other was of his brother. It was 
not, however, of the brother Idris knew. In this painting, Aiden looked 
healthy. He was sitting on his throne, wearing red and gold. He was 
smiling. He was wearing his gold crown. There was even a happy glint 
in his eyes. He looked glad, gladder than Idris had seen him in many, 
many years. His skin was not its usual pale white. His eyes held none 
of the sullenness his little brother had come to know. His brown hair 
was not slicked with sweat. His lips weren’t pale and dry. Aiden 
looked like himself, a proud and happy prince. A glad brother and 
husband and father. 

“My king, | did not expect to see you here.” 

Idris startled, something which did not often happen. Even so, it 
was still difficult to pull his eyes from the portrait. “| wanted to ask 
you something.” 

Lucas bowed respectfully. “Of course.” 

Idris nodded, lost in thought for a moment. When he spoke, his 
voice sounded ... odd. “Who do you believe is most likely to have 
poisoned the king and queen?” 

“’m not sure you’re going to like my answer.” 

“| certainly won’t if you never voice it.” 

“Are you sure you want to hear it?” 

“Yes, Lucas. Quite sure.” 

“Sinclair, my king.” 

“| thought you might say that.” He spun on his heel. 

“Wait, that’s it? A single question?” 

“Yes. What did you think | came for?” 

“vm... not entirely certain.” 

“Well, clearly you show bias. You won’t be of much help.” This 
confused the other boy. “To resolve the most recent issue.” 

“There’s nothing more you require?” 

“Lucas, please...” Idris turned back to look at the boy and 
sighed. “Fine. Come with me. But please, keep your inadequate 
opinions to yourself.” 

The king walked away, and Lucas noticed something... 
different about his king. The way he walked. Only yesterday there 
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had been a sort of bound in his step. A pride and an arrogance. He 
walked as royalty would. But now the artist boy noticed the lack of 
that bound. He noticed the lack of confidence. He noticed something 
was weighing heavily on the king’s shoulders. But he did not know 
what and he certainly did not wish to express these concerns, for 
fear Idris would yell at him or for fear Idris would answer him with 
the truth. Indeed, if the young king answered truthfully, it would be 
more frightening than if he had lied through his teeth. 

Idris pushed the doors of the throne room open and walked with 
that familiar perfect posture to his throne. And when he sat down, 
he looked accusingly at the two men before him. At his own advisors. 

“Sinclair, it has come to my attention that you have done 
treacherous things. A bottle of poison, coincidentally the one used on 
the former king and queen, was discovered in your room. Would you 
care to explain how this happened?” 

Sinclair feigned surprise, but Idris took it for real surprise like 
the fool he was. “I haven’t the slightest idea, Your Grace. Perhaps 
someone framed me.” He glanced “inconspicuously” at Inti. 

Idris glanced at the man as well. “Inti. You claim to have found 
this bottle, but am | to believe you did not simply place it there? 
After all, you were alone. No one would have known.” 

“My king, please. Sinclair did it. The bottle was inside a book, 
the pages cut out perfectly to fit the bottle. It would have taken me 
hours to do that. Someone would have seen me. You must believe 
me, King Idris. Please.” 

Idris looked between them, a very dangerous glint in his blue 
eyes. “I’m sorry, Inti. That bottle could have been placed there. You, 
of all people, happened to find it there. You will be hanged within the 
hour. Truly, |am sorry you had to lie to me. You will be missed,” Idris 
replied in a voice which lacked remorse or guilt. 

Lucas touched his shoulder. “My king, if | may...” 

“Guards, escort my traitorous advisor to the dungeon.” 

Two men stepped forward, but they appeared to be confused. 
“Of course, Your Highness, but whom do you mean?” 

“| mean,” Idris said as he rose from his throne and pointed at 
Inti. “nim. Take him away.” 

Lucas’s eyes grew fearful. “King Idris, please. Sinclair used the 
poison. He is guilty.” 

Idris spun on him. “He is no such thing. Sinclair has done 
nothing for me except what | ask of him!” 

Lucas raised his own voice. “No. You have done only what he 
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asks of you. You’re a fool and a selfish king, Idris. | am ashamed to be 
your advisor!” 

“Lam ashamed | ever asked you to! You can hang too for all | 
care! Guards!” 

Another pair of men took each of Lucas’s arms. They were a 
little reluctant at first, but at a glance from the one in charge, they 
quickly took hold of the boy. No one noticed this, but as Inti was 
taken away, Sinclair smiled to himself. 

Lucas stared at his king in disgust. “No one will ever respect 
you, Idris. You do not deserve respect. But | do hope that when 
Sinclair betrays you, he has you tmprisoned tn your own dungeon. | 
hope he has you chained to the wall so all you can do is sit and look 
at all the people you have wronged. At all the people you have hurt. 
And when that day arrives, | will not feel sorry for you. No one will.” 

Idris watched his guards escort him to the dungeon below. Fora 
moment, he felt something he had not felt before. Something in his 
heart began to feel heavy. It threatened to break him, destroy him. 
Ruin him. It brought fear and worry and sorrow into his heart. Idris 
almost, only almost, dropped to his knees and cried. He even 
imagined doing just that because what he felt as Lucas vanished 
from sight was overwhelming and heavy. What he felt was terrible 
and awful guilt. 

Sinclair’s venomous voice broke the king’s moment of guilt, and 
he came back to himself. “My king?” 

All the anger and calmness and danger left Idris’s voice. The 
glint faded from his kind blue eyes. Even his kingly posture failed him 
when he sat heavily in the throne. Only one thing remained, and it 
was the commanding tone of his voice. 

“See to the preparation of the gallows. Do not allow anyone to 
inform my brother of this. I’m afraid tt will crush him. When 
everything is ready, | will be tn my room.” 

“Very good. But may | suggest something?” Idris nodded. “Have 
Inti whipped, Your Grace. He killed your parents. Let me do it.” 

Idris’s gaze darkened. “You know that | will not do that, 
Sinclair. | will never do it.” 

“You don’t have to watch. Just say yes.” 

“No. It will not be done.” 

“You’re pitiful, Idris. One day, that whip will fly. Mark my 
words,” Sinclair sneered. 

“Not so long as | live and rule.” 

“Forgive me, of course not.” With that, the advisor slunk from 
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the room. 

I’m sorry to inform you that Sinclair was correct. That strap 
would fly. It would strike the bare back of a man; it would strike him 
indeed. And it would all be because of Idris. It would happen because 
he was... Well, | cannot tell you. That would spoil everything. He 
was a fool, he was weak, and he was arrogant. He was confident and 
prideful. But he was something else as well. Something very different 
from those things. 

Idris pulled himself from the throne and walked up the stairs. 
He walked down the hall, pushed open his door, shut it, and sat on 
the windowsill. He pulled his knees close. For a moment, he looked 
like the boy that he was. Vulnerable and too young to be king. 
Utterly outnumbered. No one saw him this way. If they had, they 
would have felt sorry for him. They would have realized what he was 
only just beginning to grasp. He was wrong. He was terrible. And he 
was hopelessly foolish. lt was something of a miracle the guards had 
not already turned against him. Actually, they had turned against 
him, but that’s for later. It was a miracle someone had not gathered 
a meeting and claimed he was too young to be king, therefore 
replacing him with someone competent. Someone who did not doubt 
themselves. 

Idris rested his head against the cold window and sighed, his 
breath fogging the glass. He pushed a hand through his hair, though 
it maintained its perfect style and his crown managed to stay put. 
He was able to see Sinclair ordering people about, able to see the 
rope, the noose. But he was also able to see the wooden post. The 
whipping post. He shivered. He could scarcely imagine his arms being 
wrapped around it, his wrists chained together, his back bare. He 
hated it. Hanging was different. They would feel nothing if it was 
done properly. They would die instantly. But it was not so with the 
strap. It would snap through the air, and it would slice the man’s 
skin. He would feel the burning, searing pain. He would scream. It 
was for this reason Idris had always been against it. He did not want 
to hear the screams or the whip against flesh. It would break him 
instantly, he knew. /nstantly. 

When a hand was placed on his shoulder, Idris almost screamed 
himself. Thankfully, he realized it was only his brother. Aiden sat 
beside him and released a slow breath. 

“You should not be out of bed,” Idris muttered. 

“And you should not be looking so sullen. What’s going on?” 
Aiden asked. 


Despite the things he had done, Idris had never, never, lied to his 
brother and he would not now. “Inti is to be hanged for poisoning 
Mother and Father.” 

“He had the bottle?” 

“Well, no. He put it in Sinclair’s room and blamed the man.” 
Aiden decided to change the subject. Or, rather, move the 
conversation along. “| don’t think this has anything to do with your 

mood. What else has happened?” 

“Nothing of consequence.” 

"Which obviously means something of great consequence.” 

Idris glared out the window. “Everything is bothering me. 
Something Lucas said. This entire poisoning business. The dungeon. 
Your condition. It ts a wonder I’ve not yet thrown myself out this 
window.” 

Aiden chuckled lightly. “Idris, everything is not something to 
worry about. It sounds as though the poisoning has been resolved in 
some fashion. The dungeon is fine. I’m fine. However, | would like to 
know what Lucas said to you.” 

Idris relayed the entire throne room meeting to him, explaining 
it in the greatest detail. He recalled what the artist had said nearly 
word for word. Aiden only listened and watched his younger brother’s 
expression. And when the king finished, his brother noticed a strange 
dimness in his eyes. He noticed the guilt. 

“Do you believe Sinclair will have me chained in my own 
dungeon?” Idris asked when he finished the regaling. 

Aiden grew serious. “I do.” 

“Why can no one see the good in him?” 

“Because there is none.” 

“Then why do | listen to him?” 

“He tells you what you want to hear. He tells you he can make 
you a great king, a respected king. But he is a liar. All he is capable of 
are lies and treachery.” 

“Aiden, |am a fool.” 

“Yes, you are. But you are also a king. That means something, 
brother. It means a lot.” 

“How its it you always are correct?” 

“Always is a stretch. You just always listen to me.” 

“| do, Aiden. | always will.” 

They sat on the sill in silence for a time, looking through the 
glass. Both lost in their own minds. Then Aiden spoke quietly as he 
stood. 
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“Idris, you can be a great king. | know you can. | want you to do 
something for me.” 

Idris also stood and nodded. “Anything.” 

“| want you to stop doing idiotic things. Stop scowling. Stop 
being foolish.” Aiden pulled open the door. “But do not stop being a 
king. Never stop being a king.” He smiled and left. 

Idris was still standing in the middle of the room, staring at the 
door, when Sinclair entered with his usual smile. He bowed and took 
the king’s arm. 

“Inti ts already there. The speech has been given. You will miss 
it all if we do not make haste.” 

Idris pulled his arm from the man’s grasp. “I will walk myself, 
Sinclair.” 

The king made his way to the hanging quickly, Sinclair at his 
heels. He had just walked out the door when he saw it happen. The 
lever was pulled. The door opened beneath Inti’s feet. He dropped. The 
rope pulled taut and there was a sickening crack. He was dead 
instantly. But Idris noticed someone else as well. The noose being 
lowered around his neck. The young king let out a breath. He pushed 
through the small crowd of people and stepped onto the platform. 
Sinclair, for once, looked genuinely baffled. Everyone did, the victim 
included. 

Idris spun to face the man responsible for the hangings. “I did 
not request two hangings! | asked you to hang Inti, that was all! 
What, pray tell, is this boy doing up here?” 

The hangman stammered. “Y-Your Majesty, | was only following 
orders. I-I-| swear, | didn’t know!” 

“Who gave you such orders?” 

The hangman pointed. “Him.” 

Idris followed the finger’s path and he glared at Sinclair. He 
stepped off the platform and stood very near his advisor. “| should 
have you hanged, Sinclair,” his voice was threateningly soft. “You 
disobeyed my direct order. | never asked you to hang Lucas, only that 
he be sent to the dungeon. Would you like to take his place?” 

“King Idris, there has been a misunderstanding. You said he 
could be hanged too, and you wouldn’t care. | thought you made 
yourself clear. | apologize.” 

“An apology is insufficient! Release him at once and send him to 
my room. Have everyone return to their homes.” Idris took a step 
back. “| do not want to see you again until morning has arrived! You 
are disgraceful and disrespectful, Sinclair!” 


Idris pushed past his idiot of an advisor and threw open the 
castle doors, startling the guards terribly. He spun on them. “What 
are you doing? Close the doors!” And they quickly did. 

lt must be said that most of this rage and wrath came from 
seeing one of his own advisors hang. He had ordered Inti to die. It 
was his fault. Entirely his fault. No one else could be blamed. Not 
even Sinclair. Idris waved the guards from the throne room and 
collapsed onto his throne. He closed his eyes and rested his hand on 
the handle of his sword, which always was sheathed at his hip. He 
removed his heavy crown and stared at it tn dismay. He replaced it 
carefully and then he realized that his hands were shaking. He was 
breathing far too erratically. He realized that he was troubled by 
what had happened. He felt guilty. He felt exhausted. He felt 
responsible. All of this, everything that had happened, was wholly his 
fault. There could be no excuses. He was responsible for everything, 
and the guilt curled around his heart. How could he ever have 
thought hanging Inti was the solution? His own advisor, dead. 
Another one, Lucas, almost killed as well. Even that was partly his 
doing. He was terrible, foolish, lacking tn good judgment and in good 
conscience. 

When the doors opened, Lucas was being escorted by two 
guards. But Idris did not notice. Lucas saw his king slumped on the 
throne with his head in his hands. He paused to watch Idris fora 
moment, but the king did not move. He sat still and he kept his head 
hung and his shoulders slumped. He looked pitiful. He looked guilty. 
Lucas’s rage at him suddenly dissipated and he felt sorry for the king, 
despite what he had yelled only a few hours before. He himself could 
not stand to see his own king that way. Fortunately, he didn’t have 
to because one of the guards shoved him tn the back and told him to 
keep walking. 

Idris did not raise his head for a long time. An hour passed 
before he looked up again. He stood and he walked up the staircase. 
He thought of nothing as he pushed open the door to his room. He 
only breathed a shaky breath and stared out the window, at the 
gallows. They were burying the dead man, Inti. Dirt was piled over 
him. Idris watched with a blank expression until Lucas spoke. When 
Lucas spoke, he turned toward the boy and listened. 

“King Idris, you inquired after me?” 

Idris nodded absently. “Yes, | did. You were not meant to be 
hanged. | apologize for that misunderstanding. You will no longer be 
confined to the dungeon either. You’re free to go.” 


Lucas’s mouth hung open for a moment. “Free to go?” 

“Yes.” 

“You’re apologizing to me?” 

“Lam.” 

“My king, are you ill?” 

“No, Lucas. Please. Leave me to my thoughts.” 

“Ll... Very well. | must also apologize for the things | said to 
you. They were cruel and! was...apparently mistaken.” 

“Thank you. Now please...” Idris gestured lazily toward the 
door. Lucas bowed and left through the door, a small smile growing 
upon his face as he pulled it closed. 

Idris took to staring out the window once more, feeling more 
and more guilt-ridden by the minute. The men with the shovels were 
leaving now, abandoning the fresh soil. The last of the onlookers 
sulked away. Idris noticed Sinclair as well, motioning for people to 
leave. He found his hand drifting toward the hilt of his sword once 
more. He found himself burning with anger. Why had he ever, ever, 
trusted that man? What had he hoped to gain? Respect? He shook his 
head. One did not simply gain respect. Respect was something which 
must be earned and given and held sacred forever. Respect itself was 
a sacred thing. 

Idris kept his hand on the hilt of his sword as he went to see his 
brother. He opened the door and took his usual seat. He did not 
scowl, and he did not cross his arms. He looked at his older brother 
and shook his shoulder. He shook his shoulder hard. Then he just... 
stopped. Idris knelt by his brother’s bed and looked at him again. His 
eyes were closed gently, as though he were sleeping. His skin was 
pale, white as bone. His lips were also pale, but they smiled a small 
and tired smile. And his arms, one over his stomach and the other 
dangling over the side of the bed. Idris lifted it and laid it across his 
stomach like the other arm. Idris noticed that his hands were 
shaking worse than before. Everything was beginning to blur. Idris 
brushed away the tears and took a deep breath. He reached for his 
brother’s crown and placed it on his head, even as Aiden lay still. He 
stared for a moment longer, blinking away more stubborn tears, then 
he pulled the blanket over his brother and fell to his knees by the 
bed. 

He closed his eyes, and he frowned. And then, well, then he 
cried. He cried the glistening and glittering tears that only were for 
his brother. They fell into his lap and dripped on his trembling hands. 
He cried for long minutes that ticked by, and then the sparkling 
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drops of sorrow ceased. Idris shakily wiped away the tears aftera 
moment. He kept his eyes closed, not wanting to see the covered 
body that was terribly still and silent. He did not get up though. He 
was afraid he would fall again. His brother was dead. Nothing in the 
world could have hurt him more. Nothing in the world could have 
made him feel more stricken or fractured. Aiden was still. 

Idris did at last look up at the door when he heard a small 
knock. He heard a small voice as well. A young voice. Hearing that 
voice nearly broke his heart tn half. Idris pushed himself up and put 
his hand on the doorknob. He kept it there for a long time before he 
opened it and quickly closed it behind him. 

He knew he must look awful, pale and shaky with tears that 
stained his face. Moira put a hand to her mouth, but Ollie only 
smiled. He couldn’t understand what was wrong. He wouldn’t until 
he grew older. Perhaps it was for the best. 

“Moira, it’s... lovely to see you,” Idris whispered, afraid of 
speaking any louder because he would cry. “Hello, Ollie.” 

Ollie beamed at him. “Hello. You don’t look well, Uncle. Are you 
ill? Are you sad?” 

Idris shook his head and turned back to the boy’s mother. 
“Moira, |... I’ve just been with Aiden.” The last word fell heavily 
from his mouth. 

Moira took her son’s hand. “Idris, is something wrong?” 

Idris stared at her. “He is not well.” 

“| Rnow.” 

“No, | mean he’s... not well at all. Moira, Aiden is dead. I’m so 
sorry. | should have known. | should have been with him. |...” 

“Idris, | Rnow it is not your fault. You would never harm your 
brother. But | hope you will excuse us. | don’t want to see him. Not . 
. in that state. Good evening.” 

She picked up her son and held him close to her, whispering in 
his ear, tears falling in his golden hair. Ollie hugged his mother, but 
he did not quite grasp everything she told him. He just understood 
that she was sad, and he wanted her to be happy. So he wrapped his 
arms around her, and they disappeared down the stairs. 

Idris slid down the door to his brother’s room. He felt like 
curling into a ball and sobbing. But he didn’t. He stood up when he 
heard footsteps coming down the hall, and his hand went to his 
sword again, as he was expecting Sinclair. Instead, Lucas walked 
down the hall, carrying some sort of painting. It looked like the view 
out a window. But it didn’t matter. It slipped from his hands when he 
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saw his king’s expression and when he saw the tears in his eyes. 

“My king, what happened? Are you ill?” Lucas asked. 

Idris dropped his head, something he never would have done in 
public before this. His voice was louder now, but it was not his own. 
It was so cracked that he sounded as though his throat was horribly 
dry. “I’m all right.” 

“That’s not true, King Idris. You look awful. What’s wrong?” 

“My brother. He’s not alive, Lucas. Aiden is dead.” 

Lucas suddenly understood something he had failed to notice 
before. Aiden had been the only person whom Idris trusted. The only 
one whom he loved and whom he listened to. Aiden was the reason 
Sinclair had not entirely manipulated the king. Idris loved his brother. 
He would have done nearly anything Aiden asked of him. That was 
why Idris was not entirely corrupt. And now his brother was dead. 

“’m sorry, my king. |am so sorry,” Lucas replied at last. 

“What am | to do without him?” 

Lucas did not have a response for that. He was saved, if you can 
call it that, from having to answer though. Sinclair walked into the 
hallway and acted as though he was not the sole cause of 
everything. He acted nonchalant, but Idris already held his beautiful 
silver sword in his hand. He gripped the bejeweled hilt with 
vengeance, with danger. 

“You did this, Sinclair. You did all of this! You poisoned Mother 
and Father. You let me hang Inti and tried to hang Lucas. They were 
all right about you. You are poisonous. You are evil. You killed Aiden. 
Why? | don’t understand,” Idris said, his voice suddenly very 
commanding and very threatening. 

Sinclair drew his own sword. “Because you are a fool! You 
listened to him. | killed the king and queen so that you could be king, 
Idris. You should thank me. | had to poison your brother because he 
influenced you. And then he began to change you. You began to 
believe him. You were mistrustful of me. So | killed him. | barely had 
to give him any. I’ve been poisoning him since the day you were born, 
to ensure you became king and not him. He never trusted me. You, 
well, you were young. | could gain your trust from a young age and 
turn you against your own people. It was so easy, Idris. You were so 
willing to listen.” 

“And | regret ever listening to a word you spoke. You will be 
hanged, Sinclair. If it is the last thing | do, | will watch the rope go 
around your neck, and | will watch you fall.” 

Sinclair stepped nearer to the king. “I will strip you of your 
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royalty and of your honor. You will be nothing, Idris. Nothing.” 

Idris scarcely moved an inch, but it was enough. He was rather 
skilled with a sword. His simple movement sliced a hideous cut into 
Sinclair’s arm, and he shoved the man onto his back. Idris stood over 
him with the blade at his throat, reaching down and ripping the 
sword from Sinclair’s hand. He threw it behind him. 

“You won’t win. You’ll never win. Everything you believe is built 
on falsehood and deceit. Everyone knows it. You will never earn 
respect. You will never earn the love of this kingdom. You will never 
be trusted. You have doomed yourself, Sinclair. You have already 
lost.” 

Sinclair kicked the king when he stopped speaking. He pushed 
Idris to the carpeted floor and knelt over him. “And you are weak and 
foolish.” 

Idris raised his hand and a knife glinted as it stuck deep in the 
advisor’s shoulder. Sinclair’s hand automatically went to the wound 
and Idris scooted away from him and stood up. He picked up his 
sword, intending to kill Sinclair. He walked past Lucas, who was 
quite pale with fear and shock. He stepped before Sinclair, who was 
leaning against the wall. And he swung the blade toward the man’s 
neck. But something happened. The man who was close to death 
lashed out with his foot and it connected with Idris’s leg. Idris 
dropped the sword and collapsed, a little proud the blade sliced 
Sinclair on its way down. Then he closed his eyes and his body 
relaxed. 
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Sinclair lightly kicked Idris to see if he would get up. He didn’t 
He didn’t move, and he didn’t make any noise. He just lay there on 
the carpeted floor, completely and terribly still. He was breathing 
very shallowly. This was how Sinclair claimed he was dead. 

He knelt beside the fallen king and held his hand in front of 
Idris’s mouth, feeling for breath. There was some labored breath, but 
he pretended there was none when he spoke. 

“He’s not breathing. Pick him up and take him to a guard. He’ll 
know what to do,” he told Lucas. 

Lucas himself knelt beside Idris. He was still a little shocked, 
but he was coming back to himself. “He cannot be dead. You didn’t 
even cut him. All you did was kick him. He’s not dead.” 

Sinclair gestured to patch of red beside the king. “I did more 
than kick him, insolent boy.” 


Lucas glanced at the red, realizing that it wasn’t growing. It 
couldn’t be coming from Idris. “That’s your blood, Sinclair. Not his. All 
he’s done is pass out... for some reason that’s beyond me.” 

While Lucas still looked at the blood, at the back of Idris, 
Sinclair punched the king hard in the stomach. “Then feel for his 
breath, if you’re sure he’s alive.” 

Lucas obeyed, and he felt nothing. Well, he felt something, but 
it was too faint to be sure. “You’re right. | don’t feel much of 
anything. He’s dead.” 

“| Rnow. Now carry him to the guards downstairs. They'll take 
him.” Sinclair winced. 

Lucas lifted the limp king into his arms. “What makes you so 
sure they’ll listen? Everyone knows you’re not to be trusted.” 

“ve given them rewards. Gold. They trust me. All of them. Now 
go. And send Philip up here with bandages.” 

Lucas nodded numbly and carried Idris away. He was, however, 
morbidly glad to hear Sinclair’s moans of pain. Idris always was the 


best with a sword. He hadn’t even been scathed. And now... Well, 
now he would join the rest of his family. They would all be happy 
together. 


Lucas found a guard and spoke quietly to him. “Sinclair asked 
me to deliver the dead king to you. He trusts you understand what is 
to be-done.” 

The guard flung the king over his shoulder and nodded gruffly. “| 
know what to do. He doesn’t pay me for nothing.” 

Lucas nodded and left to find Philip, but the guard carried his 
king away. Down a hall behind the thrones and down spiraling stone 
steps that led into the dungeon. Then he tossed the limp boy away 
from the stairs, Idris landing with a heavy thump on the concrete 
ground. 
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There was nothing interesting about the dungeon. It was gray 
and cold and drab. Everything was made of concrete. The ground was 
concrete, the walls were concrete, the ceiling was concrete, and the 
two dozen or more pillars were concrete. There were no cages with 
metal bars. No locks to separate the prisoners. But on every pillar 
were three sets of hooks made to put chains through. There were not 
many people chained to the pillars, as only the very vicious were 
confined to the foot of movement it allowed. However, all the 
prisoners had chains around their wrists, either behind or in front. 
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There were no rules that required their hands to be behind them or in 
front of them. There were about thirty or more people down there. 
And that was the dungeon. Concrete and drab but never crowded 
because it was a space as large as the throne room. And it was eerily 
quiet. 

As his eyes opened, Idris let them adjust to the few torches that 
lined the concrete walls. He lay there for a moment, recalling what 
had happened. There was not a drop of blood on him, yet he had 
fainted. Why? Sinclair had kicked him in the leg rather hard. And he 
guessed whoever put him here had not been too kind in doing so, as 
his head throbbed. He wasn’t badly injured though, because nothing 
hurt too terribly. He pushed himself to his feet. Then he screamed 
and collapsed, realizing he was evidently not unhurt. He’d been 
kicked tn the leg twice and thrown onto the concrete ground, and his 
leg had apparently broken. He didn’t think it was a particularly bad 
break, but it hurt plenty. 

The noise he made must have attracted the other prisoners. 
Idris noticed an older man come toward him, someone he recognized. 
Which was unfortunate for him. This man knelt beside the king and 
smiled a grim smile. 

“Do you know who |! am, Your Grace?” He spat out the last 
words with distaste. 

“Yes, | do. Your name is Keith Havache. | sent you down here 
because you said some unkind things about my ill brother and about 
me,” Idris whispered, the stabbing pain in his leg gradually subsiding 
as he lay still. 

“That is exactly correct. You’ll understand if | feel no regret in 
doing this.” 

He stood up and kicked Idris. In his stomach more than once, 
his shoulder, his back. Idris made no movement or sound except what 
was forced from him. He lost his breath twice. Then Havache kicked 
his leg, the fractured leg. Idris gasped and rolled over, choking on his 
own breath. He rolled again to his back and pulled in a shallow 
breath, a gasping one, but a breath, nonetheless. Havache knelt 
beside him once more. 

“It hurts, doesn’t it?” 

Idris caught his breath and sighed, briefly closing his eyes. “Yes, 
it hurts. I’m sorry | sent you here. I’m sorry | sent anyone here. 
Please, leave me be.” 

“Get up and apologize like a man. Your words mean nothing 
while you’re lying like a dead fish on the ground.” 
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“1 cannot,” Idris said. “| cannot stand. My leg is... not 
functional.” He didn’t say it was broken, as he wasn’t positive. But he 
certainly knew it could not hold his weight. “! apologize, Keith, | do. 
I’m sorry.” 

Havache stood up and looked down at the boy before him. He 
was pale and thin. He wasn’t wearing his crown. His sword wasn’t in 
its sheath at his side. His picture-perfect hair was messy and 
disheveled. His eyes were... kind. He had thought the same thing all 
that time ago. Kind eyes, but a cruel heart. And his breathing was 
ragged and a little labored. This was not the same prince who had 
imprisoned him. This was a king who was very different from the 
prince he had been. Different indeed. 

“You are not the same as you were,” he said at last. 

This brought a small little smile to the king’s lips. “I’m glad you 
think so.” 

“Why are you different?” 

“My brother made me different.” 

“Prince Aiden?” 

“Yes,” 

“If you’re down here, for whatever reason, then why isn’t he 
with you?” 

Idris sat up and leaned against one of the nearby pillars. He 
hated having to say it so many times. He hated having to say it at 
all. It hurt him to think about it. To remember him lying there, still 
and content. “Aiden is dead,” he breathed. 

Havache was understandably surprised by this news. “When did 
this happen?” 

“Today.” 

“Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.” 

“Me too.” 

“Your Majesty, | apologize for hitting you. Can you forgive me?” 

“Yes, of course. | would expect nothing less for the things | 
likely said to you the day | had you imprisoned.” 

"If you want the truth, you didn’t say anything except to the 
guards. Most of the talking was done by me.” 

“see;" 

Havache put a hand on the king’s shoulder, and it was nota 
hand meant to hurt. “Are you feeling well?” 

Idris began to nod but thought better of it and shook his head 
slowly. “No, I’m not. One of my advisors has turned against me, 
though | should have known he would. | should have hanged him 
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years ago. My guards have been bribed with rewards they likely will 
never receive. |am a useless and foolish king. And my brother is 
dead. If | ever was okay, I’m certainly not now.” 

Havache pulled his hand away and leaned against another pillar, 
so he could face the king. “Your Highness, | do not mean to sound by 
any means disrespectful, but it is my belief that you’re too young to 
rule a kingdom. If it had been up to me, | would have crowned your 
brother.” 

Idris did not respond. He didn’t do much of anything except sit 
and stare at the far wall. His leg did not hurt nearly as much 
anymore, and the initial pain of the kicks was fading. He would, of 
course, be bruised. But that was a small price to pay for what he had 
done. He had wrongfully imprisoned all of these people. Well, okay, 
not all of them but the vast majority of them. Only the people 
chained to the pillars deserved to be there. They were actual threats 
to the kingdom. And he supposed he deserved to be there. He was the 
worst of them all. The worst by far. 

Then two more people came to their king. A girl he recognized 
well enough and who he supposed must be her brother. The girl had 
bright orange hair, and the boy had lighter orange hair. Both had 
amber colored eyes, and both wore yellow. They could almost have 
been mistaken for twins, but for the obvious age difference. The boy 
was at least ten years younger than his sister. Their names were Esti 
and Thomas. 

Idris did not look at them. He only waited for them to say 
something. And the girl certainly did. She said several things. 

“Lam disgusted with you, Prince Idris. Your actions are 
dishonorable to the crown, and you lack any sort of conscience. But | 
am glad to see that you’ve finally been thrown where you belong. I’m 
surprised they’ve not chained you up yet. If they do, we’ll all be 
better off,” she ranted. 

Idris looked at her. “I’m not a prince, Esti, I’m the king. And I’m 
sorry | allowed you to be taken down here. | should have released 
your brother. | should have released nearly all of you.” 

Her confidence and defiance seemed to subside, if only slightly. 
The glint in her eyes diminished and her smile fell. She stared at Idris 
for a long time, at his demeanor and into his eyes. Then she crossed 
her arms. 

“So your parents are dead then. What of your brother? He’s 
older than you, isn’t he? How come he isn’t the king?” 

This time the king did not answer, he turned away and 
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squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t say it again. Four times was 
ample. Four times was... almost too many times. The thick words 
would not even leave his mouth. 

“Well, seems to me you’re guilty of stealing the crown,” Esti 
said. Her brother had yet to say a single word, but that was okay. His 
sister spoke plenty for the two of them. 

Keith Havache answered for his king. “Esti, Prince Aiden was 
very unwell. He was rarely out of bed. He was unable to be the king, 
so Idris was crowned in his stead.” 

“What do you mean was unwell? Isn’t he...” Esti put her hand 
over her mouth and gasped. “Oh. Oh, | apologize. | really didn’t... | 
didn’t know. Forgive me, Your Grace.” 

This almost made Idris smile. “There’s no need to call me by any 
royal title. If | know Sinclair, and I’m sorry to say | do, then he’s 
likely pronounced me dead.” 

Now Thomas spoke at last, but it sounded rather difficult for 
him to force the words out. “Then who will take your place?” 

“My nephew, Ollie Adkins. He will be the king.” 

“But he’s only-” 

“Four, | know. He isn’t capable. A meeting will be called, and 
someone will take his place. Sinclair bribed my guards, and it would 
not surprise me if he found a way to win the vote. He will become 
king and then... Well, then the entire kingdom will fall to ruin.” 

Esti narrowed her eyes at Idris. “You sound different. Less sure 
of yourself. Less demanding and threatening. You’ve changed. Why?” 

“1 don’t know. My brother. |... listened to Aiden. He always is. 
..was...right about me. When | listened to him, only hours before | 
found him there, he made me promise something. And / promised 
something to him. When | saw Sinclair, | knew he was responsible. He 
is responsible for everything that’s happened. He’s evil.” 

She nodded, but her brother spoke. “Why aren’t you standing?” 

“Ncan=" 

Idris was interrupted by the sound of feet coming down stairs. 
The sound of jangling chains. He suddenly knew everything that was 
about to happen. He understood everything Sinclair had said to him. 
He hated the man for it, despised him. But he feared him as well. 
Sinclair was able to strike fear into his heart without even being 
near him. 

The man and the siblings backed away from the person who 
carried the chains. Keith tried to pull Idris away, but he shook his 
head. He wasn’t able to move even if he wanted to, and he didn’t 
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want to. He recognized the slender hands that shakily and 
reluctantly held the chains. He recognized the fearful expression. The 
wide brown eyes. The tunic splattered with color. Lucas stood at the 
bottom of the stairs, staring at the king with a mix of worry and 
fear. 

Idris nodded to him. “You must do it, Lucas,” he breathed. 

The artist boy went over to the king and knelt before him, 
lowering his head in a bow. “I can do no such thing, my king. He has 
convinced too many people of your death. If you’re chained, you’ll 
never escape. Please.” 

“You must trust me. Shackle me, Lucas. That is a direct order.” 

Lucas sighed heavily. “Very well.” 

Idris leaned forward and held his hands together. Lucas clamped 
the iron cuffs around each of his wrists and raised the chain, 
intending to wrap it around the metal loop of the pillar. It did not, 
however, reach. The metal hooks were made so that whoever was 
chained had to stand. The chain would never reach otherwise. 

“You’ve got to stand up,” Lucas said. 

Idris grimaced. “| know. Help me up.” 

Lucas took the king’s arm and helped him stand up, but he 
thought it was because the shackles made this task more difficult. 
Idris could not use his hands to help him, which made standing 
harder. At least, that’s what Lucas thought until the king was 
actually standing. He managed to support nearly all of Idris’s weight 
before the king could collapse. 

Idris turned to his advisor. “Don’t worry about me. Attach them 
to the hook.” 

Lucas shook his head. “Absolutely not! You cannot believe I’m 
going to do that to you. You'll fall.” 

“The chains will hold me up. Lucas, please, just do it.” 

“My king, | cannot. | will not do that to you.” 

Someone stepped up to them and took the chains from Lucas’s 
hands. Lucas used both of his hands to keep Idris up while he 
watched the older man secure the chains tightly around the hook. 
This man certainly knew what he was doing. 

“Thank you, Keith,” Idris whispered. 

Havache nodded and returned to the shadows. Lucas scowled at 
him and still did not release Idris. “Why did you let htm do that?” 

“It had to be done. You must trust me. Now go to Sinclair. You 
must do as he says and tell no one that | live. Lucas, please.” 

Lucas turned away from his king and seemed to be muttering 
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some choice words under his breath. When he turned back, he was 
angry rather than sad. “King Idris, | will do as you say because | trust 
you. But | will say this: Whatever reason you have for doing this is 
stupid and likely going to get you killed. You have been stripped of 
your royalty and everyone believes you are dead. Sinclair will kill you 
whether you stay here or whether you escape, of that | assure you.” 

“Such confidence you have in me,” Idris replied. “Now go.” 

Lucas nodded and reluctantly released Idris. The king did not 
fall, he only stumbled. He held most of his weight on his right leg, for 
the advisor’s benefit. Lucas bowed briefly and walked away up the 
concrete stairs. When he could no longer hear the steps, and only 
then, Idris released the breath he’d been holding. It escaped his lips in 
a gasp, and he fell. Not all the way to the ground, the chains were far 
too short for that to happen. He fell into a position that looked 
extremely uncomfortable. His legs were bent only slightly beneath 
him, and his back leaned against the pillar. His arms were in quite a 
disturbing position. They were raised behind him, but still bent. His 
head was nearly level with the loop of metal where his hands rested. 
There are really not the proper words for me to give you an accurate 
or sensible description of the position of his arms. Where they are 
concerned, use your imagination. 

Idris hung his head and breathed quick, shallow breaths. It did 
not matter what position he sat in; he was forced to put weight on 
his injured leg. After only a short time, it went numb. This was 
preferable to the aching and burning pain he’d felt before. His arms 
and wrists began to lose feeling as well. He was thankful for it. He 
began to breathe more evenly, and he began to relax as much as was 
possible. 

And then someone slapped him across the face, somewhat of an 
accomplishment with chains around her wrists. He refrained from 
making noise, but it stung. He tasted blood tn his mouth. When he 
raised his head, he saw a woman. She wasn’t old, only a few years 
older than Moira by the look of her. It was too bad Idris knew who 
she was. Apparently, he knew too well who all of them were. About a 
year before, on a rare occasion when his parents were absent, she 
had pled for a doctor’s service. However, she didn’t have the money 
to afford his services. Idris had refused her. She had screamed some 
rather unpleasant things at him, which, of course, caused him to 
have her sent to the dungeon. The doctor had been for her husband. 
An infection, she claimed. She was called Lidia Lipinskt. 

She crouched down to look into his eyes. “You are an awful 


child. Wretched and spoiled. You should have been sent down here 
years ago. You’re only getting what you deserve.” 

Idris met her eyes, but he had to blink away tears to see her 
clearly. “I Rnow, and I’m terribly sorry. If it’s any consolation, your 
husband was treated. He is in good health.” 

She hit him again. “Nothing from your mouth is of any 
consolation to me.” 

Idris groaned, but still looked at her. “| understand. | understand 
that everyone here has a certain distaste for me. | am so sorry. | 
don’t know how to fix that. | don’t know if it can be fixed. | promise 
that you all will be released when | get out of here. | promise.” 

“You won’t be getting out of here, Your Majesty,” she spat. 

Lidia raised her hand again, but someone behind her caught it. 
Another man close to her age. His hair was messy and black. His eyes 
were dark too, a very dark brown. His red tunic had tears and holes 
in it. His boots looked several sizes too small. He was horribly thin. 
Yet he caught Lidia’s hand and gave a bow to the king. Then he 
looked accusingly at the young woman. 

“Can you not see that you’re hurting him?” 

Lidia glowered at him. “I know. It was no accident.” 

He gestured to Idris. “He’s a boy! Who cares what he did before, 
he has clearly changed and left it all behind him. Yet here you are, 
threatening and hitting him. He ts a child! You should feel ashamed of 
yourself, ma’am! Anyone who thought of doing the same to this boy 
should hang their heads in shame. For goodness’ sake, leave him be!” 

He dropped her wrist and she quickly hurried away, far from 
earshot and sight. This man seemed a little bedraggled and perhaps a 
bit mad, but Idris was grateful to him. And this man, he did not 
recognize. He could recall nothing of him. 

He knelt before the king. “Your Grace. Are you all right?” 

Idris looked at the young man, and then he dropped his head in 
utter defeat. “No, |am not,” he breathed. 

“You might be more comfortable tf you stand.” 

“l cannot.” 

This worried the man and brought rage into his dark eyes. “Who 
could be so cruel to a boy, our king?” 

“My advisor. He turned against me. He...” Idris’s voice broke. 
Tears sprang to his eyes. His shoulders shook. He cried. 

“| don’t understand. What did he do?” 

Idris did not answer, he could not. He did not want to. Instead, 
he cried like a little boy. He didn’t care that his leg was broken or 


that his shoulders and arms and wrists had lost any sense of feeling. 
He did not care that other people were listening. He just cried. For 
every circumstance that had led him here. For every man, woman, or 
child he had imprisoned. For his mother and father. For Aiden. For 
Inti. For all the people he had hanged. And when his tears stopped, he 
breathed two words and then he fainted. 

“Forgive me.” 
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The man, the bedraggled man, felt for a pulse. There was of 
course one, as the king had only passed out. Other people had 
gathered around their young king. Keith, Esti, Thomas, even Lidia. All 
of them realized he really had changed. He was not arrogant and 
prideful and the little spoiled brat they had all known and loathed. He 
wasn’t even a prince. He was the king and he had changed 
drastically. He was still confident in some things. He was still 
handsome and, despite all that had happened, his messy hair 
somehow seemed to be perfect. His blue eyes were still Rind. None of 
that had changed. His appearance was perfect as ever. However, he 
was not arrogant. He had all but admitted to being a fool. He 
apologized. He was not known for apologies. He was not known for 
kindness or for love. He had not scowled once while he’d been down 
there. He had simply accepted it all and he had even allowed himself 
to be hit. He was far from the spoiled fool of a prince he had once 
been. Idris was apparently kind and gentle and easy-going. Perhaps 
being king really had changed him. Perhaps he had realized all the 
mistakes he had made and felt guilty. He did. Idris was changed. And 
if Aiden were alive, he would have laughed and smiled and embraced 
his little brother. He would have been glad, and that made Idris glad. 

Evidently, none of the prisoners spoke for a long time. A few of 
them drifted into the background, feeling sorry for their king and 
guilty for thinking he was such a horrible person. But five of them 
remained. Esti sat with her brother in a corner. Lidia’s scowl 
eventually melted from her face, and she scooted away from the 
king, but not too far. Keith fell asleep, leaning against a pillar. The 
disheveled and nameless man never strayed a yard from the boy. He 
kept a steady eye on Idris and on Lidia. He whispered quietly to 
himself. After a time, he fell asleep against the back of the pillar Idris 
was confined to. 

When the king finally opened his eyes, they were all asleep save 
for one young boy. Thomas watched him open his eyes and wince. He 


saw the king try to shift positions but fail to move at all. Thomas 
noticed the king lean his head back against the pillar and close his 
eyes. Then he cautiously walked toward the king. 

Idris did not notice this, as his eyes were closed. He recalled the 
two promises he had made to his brother. He recalled them as 
though he had only just spoken them. He even saw Aiden’s reassuring 
smile. Heard him say he was fine. Then he saw him in his bed, still 
yet content. He could remember each detail from that day, but he did 
not want to. He wanted to forget it all. To grasp the hilt of his sword 
and swing it toward Sinclair. 

“Your Grace?” 

Idris opened his eyes and looked at the boy crouched before him. 
It was Thomas, his voice odd and scratchy as though he was unused 
to speaking. 

“Yes?” Idris muttered. 

“What’s going to happen now?” Thomas asked quietly. 

“| don’t know. That is Sinclair’s decision. And when | see him, | 
will not be so merciful.” 

Thomas shook his head. “Il mean, what’s going to happen to 
you?” 

Idris sighed. He knew the answer. He dreaded it more than 
words could say. The fear of it pierced his heart. But he said none of 
these things. Instead, he offered a little smile. 

“| will be taken from the dungeon. | will be taken to Sinclair.” 

“What will he do?” 

“He’ll hurt me.” 

“Then how will you be the king again?” 

“IT will be king again because my brother told me never to stop 
being a king. | promised him | would not, and | must keep that 
promise.” Idris winced and spoke once more. “Then, when | am king 
again, | will release all of you.” 

“Will you really?” 

“Of course.” 

Esti opened her eyes and took her brother’s arm, pulling him 
close to her. She glared at Idris. “| know he says he changed, and 
everyone seems to believe it, but you cannot trust what he says. 
He’ll forget about all of us the second he’s made king.” 

Idris turned away from her. “I won’t forget.” 

“You forgot about me.” 

Idris met her gaze now. “I haven’t forgotten about any of you. | 
know every man and woman | sent to the dungeon. | did terrible 
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things, but | did not forget any of you.” 

“Well, you forgot your brother. He’d be alive if you hadn’t left 
his side. No one could have harmed him.” 

“Ll...” Idris closed his eyes and rested his head against the 
pillar. “| know,” he breathed. 

“That’s enough out of you, girl. He’s got enough injuries without 
you reminding him of his brother.” 

Esti scowled at Keith. “I’m only saying what’s true.” 

“That isn’t true. It had nothing to do with the king’s lack of 
being there.” 

“He sent my brother here because of a remark about his 
clothes!” 

“And he has apologized. There’s nothing more he can do.” 

“He could have released him the day | asked him to!” 

Lidia stood as well, leering at the king. “He could have given me 
the medicine for my husband. Instead, he imprisoned me!” She 
jumped to her feet and managed to slap Idris before Keith dragged 
her away and spoke quietly to her in the dark. 

Esti walked away with Thomas, who kept glancing back, until 
their footsteps were too far to hear. The only man left was... well, 
the man. The man with messy black hair and dark eyes. The sudden 
silence woke him, and he knelt before the king. 

“You’re bleeding, my king,” he said. 

Idris licked his lips and gagged. “Yes, | am.” 

The man’s dark eyes studied him and grew rather serious. 
“Sinclair must really be as awful as you say he is.” 

Idris looked up, but it was with clear effort. “What makes you 
say that?” 

“No righteous man would break a boy’s leg and chain him ina 
dungeon. No self-respecting man would allow you to stay down 
here.” He paused, his eyes passing over the boy again. “Forgive me for 
saying so, but you look terrible. You’re pale and thin. You cannot 
stand. The slaps still burn against your skin. You’ve been given 
nothing to eat or to drink. My king, you barely can speak. What has 
this kingdom come to?” 

Idris shivered. “| appreciate your concern for me, but there is 
nothing you can do.” 

“l Rnow. And I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. Please.” Idris took a deep breath and winced before 
continuing. “| do not Rnow your name.” 

The man smiled. “You do not remember me?” 


“V’m sorry, | don’t.” 

“There is no need to be sorry. | am called Alaric.” 

Idris furrowed his brows. “I don’t recall imprisoning you.” 

“That is because you didn’t. Your father did. | was a guard at 
the castle, Your Highness. My only job was to protect you, but when 
you were found in the gardens alone, King Adkins had me sent to the 
dungeon immediately.” 

Idris nodded, but he did not speak. He sat still for a time, 
staring at the ground. He looked rather sullen and... beaten. He 
looked broken. I’ll tell you something though. He was not broken. He 
was not beaten. He was hurt, yes, and he was guilty, and he was 
admittedly a little depressed. But he was not broken. 

Alaric stood up and left the king’s side for a moment, a very 
short time, and returned with Lidia and Esti. The girls both scowled 
at Idris, but he didn’t even look up at them. 

Alaric spoke sternly to both of them. “I am disgusted with both 
of you. I’m sure our king would agree. You both have acted wrongly 
and harshly toward this boy, your king. He deserves your respect.” 

Lidia glowered at the former guard. “| understand he has 
changed, but | do not believe he is deserving of my respect.” 

“Nor mine,” Esti added. 

“King Idris deserves all of our respect.” 

“No, he doesn’t. If he’d given me what | needed, then | might 
respect him and apologize. But he didn’t. He denied my husband what 
he needed to live! | have nothing but loathing for that boy!” 

“And he imprisoned my brother!” 

“He deserves to stay here forever!” 

“| have heard enough!” Idris somehow pushed himself to his feet 
and leaned heavily against the pillar, all of his weight on his right 
side. “| have been kind and forgiving to all of you. | have been honest 
with all of you. And all | receive in exchange for that are unkind 
words and more injuries. Perhaps you can understand why | wasn’t 
like this before. It is because of people like you that this kingdom 
will fall to ruin. It is because of people like you that my brother is 
dead.” Idris winced and readjusted his position. “I’m sorry. I’ve 
obviously done something wrong if neither of you can believe me. 
And if neither of you believe me, | ask that you do not speak with me 
about it. I’m exhausted and in pain. | do not wish to hear your 
complaints. So please, speak in whispers or not at all.” 

Esti curtsied. “| apologize. | should not be so bitter.” 

Idris nodded. “Thank you, Esti.” 


Lidia was not so understanding. She walked away, muttering 
under her breath and sneering. Idris sighed and let himself slowly 
slide down the concrete, his leg burning with the strain. He gasped 
when he rested in his previous position, feeling the ache in his 
shoulders and wrists. He took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. 

Alaric and Esti both crouched near him. “I think you’re tll, my 
king. Let me help you.” Esti nodded in agreement. 

“Thank you both, but I’m fine. l’m hurt, not ill. And Lucas will be 
here soon.” 

The girl and the guard listened and heard the footsteps, taking 
their time coming down. Idris offered a weak smile when he saw 
Lucas, but the boy did not return this smile. He looked terrified and 
worried. He held a key in his trembling hands. He had come for Idris. 

“My king...” Lucas stared at him. 

Idris nodded at the keys. “I will explain everything when there is 
sufficient time.” 

Lucas’s hands shook too much for him to push the key in the 
hole. Alaric took them, and the iron cuffs around Idris’s wrists fell 
open. He crumpled to the ground with a soft cry. Lucas and Alaric 
helped him sit up. Idris grimaced as he shifted his arms to their 
natural position. He rubbed his raw wrists and then he turned to 
Lucas. 

“Thank you, Lucas. Let’s go.” 

“You cannot expect you’ll be able to walk up those stairs. You’ll 
fall right back down.” 

Idris used Alaric and Lucas’s shoulders to push himself up. “You 
have so little faith in me. | can walk, it just causes me pain.” 

“Because your leg is broken! Do not be a fool, Your Majesty. 
Please. | can ask someone to come down here and get you. You don’t 
have to walk.” 

“Yes, | do. | will see Sinclair on my own two feet. If you will not 
assist me, then | will do it myself.” 

Idris released their shoulders and took a step forward, his hand 
placed firmly against the wall. He didn’t fall. He had a very heavy 
limp, but he made it to the stairs’ edge before sliding down the wall 
to rest. 

Lucas glanced at Alaric, who was smiling happily, and shook his 
head. He stood up and helped the king to his feet, supporting his 
weight. This time, even in the short amount of time he’d been there, 
Lucas noticed that Idris was much thinner. It had been four days, and 
he’d been given nothing to consume. 


They were walking up the stairs, Idris wincing with every step, 
when Lucas spoke again. He whispered, but his words could not have 
been more clear. They could not have been more serious. 

“My king, when | take you to him, he’s going to... He’s going 
to have you...” But he could not say it. 

Idris nodded. “| Rnow, Lucas. I’ve known for a long time.” 

“1 don’t think you do.” 

Idris paused at the top step, forcing his advisor to stop as well. 
“Sinclair will whip me. | know.” 

“Then why are you going to him? You could leave right now. No 
One would blame you, King Idris. Please.” 

“But | will blame myself. | will not do it. | have made promises | 
intend to keep. | will not run from Sinclair; | will defeat him.” 

“That is stupid. No one cares about a few broken promises, and 
you'll get over the guilt. You must leave.” 

Idris smiled tiredly. “No, Lucas. | must stay and | must defeat 
him. What else am | a king for except to protect my country and my 
people? If | run, |am a coward, a fool, and a failure. | will have 
betrayed my kingdom. | will have betrayed the crown. If | stay, 
whether | win or lose, | will be doing my duty to my people. Is that 
not what | should live for?” 

Lucas was ata loss for words. He had never heard his king 
speak of his people like that. Before, when he spoke of the people, 
Idris scowled and wanted them hanged. He crossed his arms and tried 
with every passing second to find something they could hang for. 
Now it was not so. Now he spoke of them as though he were 
speaking of gold. He spoke of protecting them as one would speak of 
protecting a treasure. He called them his people. He loved them. Idris 
was a king, and a great one at that. 

“Your Majesty, how nice to see you.” 

Idris shrugged Lucas’s hands away and put a hand against the 
concrete wall to stay up. Sinclair was there before him, grinning a 
hideous grin. He wore the royal black and gold. His sword was at his 
side. But Idris noticed the crown, his crown, that sat atop the man’s 
head. He couldn’t help but scowl in disgust at his former advisor. 

“Sinclair, | Rnow that is untrue. You despise me almost as much 
as | despise you. | Rnow your intentions. | must warn you; you cannot 
defeat me. It does not matter what you do to me, | am stronger than 
you. | will always be stronger than you.” Idris’s voice sounded oddly 
amplified, but there was a quiet threat in his tone. 

“You Rnow nothing! You deserve nothing! | made you what you 


are, boy! You should thank me for making you the king! Bow before 
me and thank me!” 

Idris walked up the last step, his limp heavy. He took his hand 
from the wall and stood inches from Sinclair. “You made me into a 
terrible person. Someone who cared nothing of his people or the 
crown. My brother made me who ! am. The only thing you ever did 
was delude me, and | let you. But it will never happen again. When 
this day is done, you no longer will have any breath to speak your 
ugly words. When this day ts done, | will be king and you will be 
nothing.” 

“When this day is done, you will be dead!” 

Two guards took each of the king’s arms. “All right, Sinclair. I’ll 
be dead and you’ll be king, but | will never bow to you.” 

Sinclair spun on his heel and walked out of the room. The 
guards forced Idris to follow him, though he was much slower than 
the evil man. His leg bent lower with each step, yet he continued to 
walk. He did not stumble. He did not fall. He continued to walk 
through the castle and the doors. Lucas followed all of them, his 
demeanor pale and ill in appearance. 

When he walked out the castle doors, Idris saw a gloomy 
setting before him. People were gathered around the post, fear in 
their eyes. A guard stood with chains by the wooden post, his face 
grim. When the people saw their true king, their fear only deepened. 
A few faces shone with surprise to see that he was alive. A few 
sneered. But most only shook their heads in dismay and turned away 
from him. 

Idris stepped forward to the post and stood still. One of his 
escorts removed his tunic so that his back was bare. Idris wrapped 
his arms around the post, the guard with the chains cuffing his 
wrists. Then Sinclair stepped beside the king, a gruesome smile on his 
lips. 

“You understand | cannot have you looking like a king when 
you’re hanged. You must be punished because you are not the 
rightful heir. Your brother was, wasn’t he? So you killed him and took 
the throne for yourself. Didn’t you, Idris?” 

Idris rested his forehead against the wood. “I! would never.” 

“No, you wouldn’t. But you still must be punished for it.” 

When Sinclair stepped back, Idris heard the whip crack behind 
him. He held his breath. But it didn’t matter. The strap snapped 
against his back, cutting into his flesh. It snapped again and again 
and again. Idris lost count. He dropped to his knees, his arms rubbing 


against the wood. He felt as though he had separated from himself. 
That part of him heard the whip make contact and flinched with 
every crack. The other part of him continued to scream. The other 
part of him stopped moving after a time. Idris slumped against the 
pole when the whip snapped through the air once more. He vaguely 
heard the whip being raised, he was barely able to tense himself for 
the pain, but it never touched him again. He heard a commotion 
behind him, yelling. He recognized one of the voices, but he must 
have been delusional from the pain because the man he heard was 
Alaric. 

“This ts an outrage! This boy ts our king, and he is treated asa 
criminal. King Idris does not deserve this, no matter what he has 
done. | will not stand for it.” 

Sinclair, evidently, had run. Alaric had incapacitated the few 
guards. Lucas held a sword as well, though he looked rather unsteady 
with it. Idris saw none of this. He only knew it was true. It was 
impossible to explain, he simply understood. Alaric knelt near him 
and swung his blade at the chains, breaking them apart. Idris’s arms 
fell limply to his sides. He was still collapsed against the wooden 
post, apparently not able to move. 

“Your Grace, we must leave at once,” Alaric said. 

Idris spoke very softly. “No. Where is Sinclair?” 

Alaric shared a glance with Lucas. “I don’t know. He does not 
matter, my king. You cannot stay here.” 

“If lam indeed your king, then you will listen to me. | need your 
sword. | need a new tunic. | need you to help me up and take me to 
the gardens. Then, you must leave. Tell the guards Sinclair its dead 
and relieve them of their duties. Go to the dungeon and free every 
last prisoner. Inform Esti, Thomas, and Keith that | want them to be 
my advisors.” Idris lifted his head enough to look into Alaric’s dark 
eyes. “Alaric, you are to be my chief advisor.” 

Alaric bowed his head. “Thank you, Your Majesty. It will bea 
great honor.” 

Idris sighed. “Now please, do as | ask.” 

Alaric and Lucas each took one of Idris’s arms and lifted him to 
his feet. Idris grimaced when he straightened his back and winced 
when he put weight on his leg. Between Lucas and Alaric, they moved 
quickly enough. When Idris was sitting on a bench, Alaric sent Lucas 
away to get a tunic for the king. 

Idris leaned forward and laid his head tn his trembling hands. 
“Alaric, your sword.” 


Alaric placed his sword beside the king. “Are you sure about 
this, my king? You cannot walk.” 

Idris chuckled until it was painful. “Yes, | can. It pains me, and 
it is difficult, but | can walk. And | must. Besides, Sinclair is terrible 
with a sword.” 

The former guard seemed to consider this for a moment. “Will 
you kill him?” 

Idris took the sword in his hand and used it to balance himself 
as he stood. “! will do what | must, Alaric. Now go.” 

He nodded and gave a brief bow, turning and heading into the 
castle once more. Idris watched him go, absently wondering what 
Lucas was doing to take this long, then he turned and began to walk 
toward the garden’s center. He knew Sinclair would be there, waiting 
for him. There was a clear area where Sinclair likely thought he 
would have an advantage over the king. It was too bad for him that 
Idris was unbelievably skilled with a sword. He had never been cut 
with a blade, and he had never lost since he was eight years old. Of 
course, you’re likely looking back through the pages right now to 
recall when Sinclair had beaten him. Well, Sinclair did not beat him in 
a sword fight. Sinclair had beaten him, that’s true, but you’ll notice 
the lack of sword fighting if you look back. So you see, unrivaled and 
unbeatable. 

Idris unsteadily walked into the open area that was the 
garden’s center, and he saw his advisor. Sinclair did not have a sword 
with him. He was empty handed. However, the wound on his shoulder 
seemed to be having a significant effect on him. The knife had gone 
rather deep, nearly to the hilt, and it was difficult for Sinclair to 
ignore this pain. Idris limped nearer until they were a mere foot 
apart. 

“How do you expect to win without a sword?” 

“| don’t expect to win, | expect you to lose.” 

Idris narrowed his eyes. “That’s the same thing.” 

“Then I’ll win. There ts no other option.” 

“Of course there is. Surrender, and I’ll only send you to the 
dungeon. Fight me, and you’ll be hanged.” 

Sinclair pretended to consider these options. “Then | have no 
choice but to... fight you.” 

He pulled a blade from... well, Idris wasn’t really sure where it 
came from. It seemed someone had thrown it into the garden, and 
Sinclair caught it from the air. Then he swung it, but far too late. 
Idris raised his sword and cut Sinclair’s arm. Again. The former 


advisor stumbled back and cursed. He began to swing his sword in 
wild arcs, apparently hoping to slice something. Idris simply 
sidestepped most of these futile swipes and stabbed Sinclair in the 
leg. Idris watched him fall to his knees, and he stood over him with 
the blade at his neck. He’d barely had to do anything to defeat the 
foolishly prideful man. 

“You are pitiful, Sinclair. | would finish you now, except | have 
decided to be merciful. | will not kill you. You will serve the 
remaining years of your life in my dungeon. Aren’t | kind to allow you 
to live?” 

Sinclair spat at him. “You would be more kind to hang me, 
wretched boy.” 

Then, as Idris was about to respond, Sinclair did the only thing 
he could. He kicked the king’s injured leg, and Idris crumpled to the 
ground. He landed on his back, and he cried out. He was no longer 
able to move. With his broken leg and bleeding back, he would not be 
able to stand, and he would be surprised if he managed to sit up. The 
only thing he did do was keep a hold of his sword. 

Now Sinclair leaned over the fallen king and ripped the sword 
from his grasp, holding it against his neck. “Idris, get up and fight 
me. You look half-dead lying there. Stand up and take your sword.” 

Idris used his hands to push himself to his knees, wincing from 
the horrible hurt it caused him. The searing flash of pain across every 
injury on his back. The dull ache and burn tn his leg. But he stood up 
and he, by some miracle, did not fall. He took his blade and they 
fought again. It looked as if they were locked in a dance, slowly 
circling One another. Neither of their steady gazes fell. Then their 
swords flew through the air. They hit against one another. But 
Sinclair was still swinging wildly and uncontrollably, as though a 
monkey was wielding the blade. Idris, despite his wounds and 
unsteady condition, easily knocked Sinclair down again. He threw 
Sinclair’s sword into the garden, far from grasp. When he knelt beside 
the man, he made certain to stay far from reach. 

“Now you must be hanged. You have committed three murders 
and treason. You are guilty of attempting to overthrow the king. 
You’re a criminal and, as such, must be hanged to pay for your 
crimes.” Idris rose to his feet, but he kept the blade trained on 
Sinclair. “Stand up, Sinclair, and walk directly to the gallows.” 

Sinclair did stand up, and Idris pressed his blade into the man’s 
back. They walked slowly and staggeringly across the garden, 
through the castle’s back entrance, past the thrones, and out to the 


gallows. Idris followed him onto the platform and nodded toward the 
noose that hung there already, the one that had been for Lucas. 
Sinclair sneered at the king but obediently went over to it. Idris 
dropped his sword and lowered the rope around the man’s neck. He 
cinched it tight, and he stood by the lever that would kill Sinclair. 

“Have you anything to say to me?” Idris inquired. 

“Only that you do not deserve the crown and never will.” 

Idris pushed the lever forward and the door beneath Sinclair’s 
feet opened. He fell through it, and his death was instant. Idris did 
not linger. He did not look down to see the body. He limped down 
from the platform and picked up his sword, using it to hold himself 
up. He entered the throne room, finding it eerily vacant. He went to 
his throne. His sword fell from his grasp. He fell onto the throne and 
closed his eyes. 

“King Idris!” 

Idris forced his eyes open, sighing heavily. He waited until Lucas 
would be able to hear him and he spoke. “Please, do not yell. What do 
you want?” 

Lucas ran a hand through his hair. “| have these clothes for you, 
my king.” He laid them on the arm of the throne. “Where is Sinclair?” 

Idris glanced toward the open doors. “He is dead, Lucas.” 

“You killed him?” 

“1 hanged him. For everything he did to me, he deserved it.” Idris 
gripped the white and gold tunic, the material soft and warm in his 
cold fingers. He was pulling it on when Lucas grabbed his wrist to 
stop him. “Yes, Lucas?” 

“Your back,” Lucas explained, gesturing to the bandages he had 
brought with the tunic. “It looks awful, my king.” 

Idris leaned forward and let the artist boy do all the wrapping. 
He pulled on the beautiful tunic when Lucas finished and leaned back 
in the throne. He closed his eyes. 

“Where is Alaric?” Idris breathed. 

“Right here, Your Majesty,” Lucas answered. 

Alaric bowed low to the king, but Idris did not open his eyes to 
see this. He listened to his advisor speak, but he did not really know 
what he was saying. He did not open his eyes until he felt someone’s 
hand on his shoulder. He saw Alaric and Lucas, but he also saw all 
the prisoners, bowing to him and smiling. Alaric rose to his feet and 
stood behind the throne. He lowered the crown onto his king’s head. 
Idris looked at all the people in his castle, bowing to him because 
they chose to. Bowing to him because they respected him. And he felt 


glittering tears fill his eyes. Idris cried because he was sad for 

everything wrong he’d done. But he cried also for everything he saw. 
The people, his people, were happy for him. He smiled to himself and 
let the tears fall. It made his heart glad. It meant everything to him. 


lt meant everything. [he End 
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